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Introduction
When a perceptive reader engages the
Hebrew book of Esther, an interpretive
weight necessarily falls heavily upon her
or his shoulders. A masterfully told story
though it is, one cannot escape facing the
reading decisions that exist as a result of
what the author said, alluded to, or did
not say in the pages of the narrative. Interestingly enough, gaps in understanding abide in all three of these situations.
Concerning this phenomenon, M.
Sternberg writes,
Biblical narratives are notorious for
their sparsity of detail….And the resultant gaps have been left open precisely at key points, central to the
discourse as a dramatic progression
as well as a structure of meaning and
value. Hence their filling in here is
not automatic but requires considerable attention to the nuances of the
text, both at the level of the represented events and at the level of language; far from a luxury or option,
closure becomes a necessity for any
reader trying to understand the
story even in the simplest terms of
what happens and why.1
This narrative situation and resultant
interpretive task certainly apply to the
ambiguous aspects of morality in the Scroll
of Esther. Since the book was not composed
as an ethical treatise, much of its
(im)morality is unspoken, not specifically
addressed, or only implied at best. The
motives and (in)actions of Vashti, Esther,
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and Mordecai in the narrative exhibit intriguing “moral gaps” that have been open
historically to varied and wide-ranging
interpretation. Yet not all of this past explication has been equally satisfying.
Therefore, in this study I shall seek primarily to pinpoint these lacunae via exegetical analysis, and, when possible,
attempt cautiously to suggest some possible ways in which the material might be
understood within its various contexts,
both near and far. To be sure, I will neither
be able to eliminate all of the narrative’s
ambiguities, nor do I intend to fill in all of
the gaps pointed out in these episodes;
Sternberg’s “closure” is not always easily
achieved. Rather, a more descriptive and
interrogative process will follow, one with
a view to an interaction with and apprehension of the moral complexion of the
book of Esther in its Hebrew form.2

Vashti
Refusal to Appear when Summoned (1:10-12)
Queen Vashti declined the king’s request! No one could have foreseen how
monumental this simply reported “no”
would be. For a character who remained
almost exclusively in the background of a
small portion of the narrative, it is intriguing that Vashti’s refusal threatened to turn
the kingdom upside-down (at least in the
eyes of some men). Indeed, the queen’s
snub sent shock waves throughout both
the story and the far-reaching history of

interpretation that has been fascinated by
her and her decision. Yet precisely why
Vashti refused is not stated.3
Concerning her character the text is
parsimonious in terms of description and
explanation. It tersely informs the reader
that when the summons of the king arrived, the queen refused to come in (1:12).
What could have motivated this behavior? The author reports that the merry
king was noticeably affected by drinking
at the time of his request (1:10). The choice
of words here suggests both that the king’s
mood was good and that he was intoxicated to some measure. These descriptions
were likely related and might have
sketched a negative picture of the king’s
present state in the mind of the queen. The
likelihood of impaired judgment might
have sent warning signals to Vashti because of the king’s desire to “show off”
his queen’s “beauty” to the people.4 Undoubtedly, for a woman, pretentiousness
and inebriation are not a comforting combination in a man.
But it is not at all clear that the king’s
probable instability had anything to do
with Vashti’s decision not to appear at the
eunuchs’ beckoning. Indeed, there is no
steady inference to be drawn in that manner. Neither can one firmly decide from
the text that the queen refused the king’s
call out of a notion of dignified proto-feminist principle; information on Vashti’s
thought processes are simply not given.
Despite L. B. Paton’s argument that the
author takes the queen’s actions to be
whimsical because no good reason for her
refusal can be found, 5 it appears that
Vashti’s unknown motivations are neither
of great consequence to the author nor of
much concern to the other characters who
were present at the revelrous seven-day
banquet.6 The story moves quickly on to

the question of how the court should now
handle the insubordinate queen, spending
little time on the components that related
the act of disobedience itself. Because of
this strategy, it is the reader alone who is
left to wrestle with the moral ambiguity
surrounding the queen’s inaction, for a
satisfying appraisal of her moral character on the basis of the text does not appear to be forthcoming.
It has been suggested that for the author the silence of the narrative concerning Vashti’s grounds for refusal “effects a
sort of closure, limiting the attention the
reader will give this character.”7 Yet whatever the author’s possible intentions, subsequent readers’ fascination with the
queen’s motives has been far from contained. Indeed, Vashti’s silence has led to
interpreters’ verbosity; depending on his
or her mindset and contexts, the ethical
verdicts on Vashti have been (and will continue to be) widely varied.8 At the very
least, Vashti’s brief presence in the story has
served to heighten narrative tension,9 and
to set up a literary comparison with a later
queen who would manage her behavior
and office in a different fashion. In this
light, Vashti’s behavior could be viewed
“positively” even though no particular
moral assessment is attainable. But, to be
sure, this explanation is a practical one.10

Esther
Concealment of Jewishness in Obedience to
Mordecai (2:10, 20)
The act of concealing one’s identity is
not uncommon in the Old Testament. A few
examples include the account of Jacob
dressing in kids’ skins and wearing Esau’s
clothes in order to obtain Isaac’s blessing
(Ge 27:1-29) and the story of Tamar disguising herself as a prostitute to fool Judah (Ge
38:11-26). Perhaps even more analogous to
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the Esther account are the stories that relate Abraham (on two occasions!) and Isaac
instructing their beautiful wives to pose as
their sisters so that the patriarchs might
avoid what they feared to be certain death
at the hands of foreign kings (Abraham—
Ge 12:10-20, 20:1-18; Isaac—Ge 26:7-11).
Whereas these texts display an active concealment that could be characterized as
deception, the information related in
Esther, though not altogether dissimilar, is
more ambiguous. In the Esther account,
inaction circumscribed the heroine’s action
— “Esther did not make known her people
or her descent” (2:10) — as she carried out
the unexplained wishes of Mordecai in her
new palace environment. It should be
noted that the reason(s) for Mordecai’s request was/were not stated, but it is not
likely that the author merely desired to
show Mordecai’s patriarchal dominance
over Esther at this and other points.11 Further, there is no hint of prejudice or selectivity in the general call for the empire’s
women of marriageable age (2:2). In other
words, we simply do not know from the
text that Esther would have been disqualified because she was Jewish,12 although
some sort of apprehension seems to be in
place.13 It could be assumed that the Jews
were in servitude to some degree in Persia
during this time causing Esther’s social
class to preclude her, but this assumption
would not be based on any firm evidence.
In the face of all the possible scenarios and
suppositions, the narrative remains silent.
According to J. D. Levenson, the point
here is clear: Esther did not “break faith”
with Mordecai even after she had surpassed him in all aspects of civic rank.
Even though it is practically questionable
how the queen managed to conceal her
nationality, the main plot of the story (i.e.,
Haman’s plot of genocide) is dependent
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upon the fact that she did just that.14 Yet
the question of the manner in which
Esther went about her concealing appears
not to be a great point of interest for the
author. Similar to the handling of the
Vashti account, the narrative leaves many
details to the reader’s curiosity and imagination. What seems clear, nevertheless, is
that in the midst of Esther’s obedience,
concealment was certain, although deception is not necessarily implied. In the end,
it seems that we need not know why or
how Esther conceals her people and descent, just that she does conceal them—and
very well.
Actively Winning the Favor and Love of the
King (2:17a)
In the cover of the concealment plan
Esther was gathered along with a vast
group of eligible young women and
placed under the care of Hegai (2:8). It is
clear from the narrative that her presence
in the court brought about extremely positive feelings from all persons with whom
she came in contact (2:15). Yet it is interesting to note that these sentiments of favor were likely the result of an active
manner on the part of the young Jewess.
In other words, Esther appears to have
taken it upon herself to ensure that she
was well pleasing before Hegai, and consequently, the king. To be sure, the actual
extent of Esther’s activity is unknown;
nevertheless, the different ways in which
the author chose to relate the favor that
Esther receives within the book testifies
to a clear distinction in the posture of the
young woman in different situations.
Yet if Esther can be said to have been
active in these cases, does this then raise
the reader’s curiosity concerning the nature of her actions at these times? If it is
possible that Esther was not a passive,

helpless damsel in the hands of a powerhungry, manipulative king in 2:17a, what
are we to think of a young woman who
successfully won the kingdom-wide
beauty pageant?15 It is most likely that
Esther was (to some degree) aware of the
nature of the situation in which she found
herself, and that she actively sought to be
the one whom the king finally came to
love. To be clear, the argument here is not
for an exclusively (or even mostly) active
Esther whose passivity is nowhere to be
found in this scene. Exactly what this activity entailed behaviorally is not stated in
the text, but it is plausible that Esther acted
persuasively in her encounters with the
king — a persuasion that appears to have
brought about his love for her.
Apprehension about Transgressing the Law
(4:11)
At this point in the narrative Esther has
become queen and the genocidal plot of
Haman has been firmly established. This
threat caused confusion in Shushan (3:15)
and prompted Mordecai to cry out bitterly
in sackcloth and ashes (4:1), which caused
Esther the deepest distress16 even though
she was not aware initially of the reasons
for Mordecai’s posture.17 Only in 4:8-9 did
Esther find out the reason for Mordecai’s
grief when Hatach brought back to her a
copy of Haman’s edict. Interestingly, no
further reaction of distress from the queen
is recorded upon hearing this news. One
would suppose that the deep anguish of
4:4 would be exacerbated by the clarification of Mordecai’s and the Jews’ plight,
yet the text displays no such emotion.
It is also the case in verses 8-9 that
Mordecai commanded the queen to go the
king on behalf of her people. It is here that
we encounter Esther’s apprehensive response, a response that is possibly shaped

by the reality of her high position in the
court and her disconnected proximity to
the “Jewish problem” of that time. Queen
Esther diplomatically related a message
back to Mordecai informing him that the
king’s decree prohibited her from entering into his presence unless she has been
summoned, and she has not been called
for thirty days. To do so unbidden meant
certain death, that is, unless the king extended his golden scepter (4:11). At this
juncture, the queen seems interested in
jeopardizing neither her life nor her lofty
position for anyone, and it would appear
that she does not even count herself
among the threatened Jews. Might there
be an explanation for this?
Esther’s apprehension in this scene
could be attributed to a “convenient” commitment to decrees of the king. It is doubtful that the queen possessed a firm
conviction that the king’s laws were infallible and altogether insuperable in light of
both the golden scepter loophole and her
later decision to enter into the king’s presence uncalled (4:16-5:1). Instead, it is more
likely that the queen’s uneasiness stemmed
from her feeling of disconnectedness from
the larger Jewish community.18 In other
words, she might have considered herself
safe from the threat of Haman’s edict at this
point, and thus might not have desired to
risk her life and position unnecessarily.19
To be sure, these emotions are possible and
should be able to be understood at least,
even if not condoned. But the lack of an
explicit reaction at the news of the genocidal plot, when it had only taken a mentioning that Mordecai was in sackcloth and
ashes to bring about deep distress, heightens one’s curiosity concerning Esther’s
thoughts and motivations as she dwelt
comfortably in the Persian court. For the
fact of the queen’s apprehension is clear,
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even though a perceptible rationalization
of it is not expressly stated. Tacitly, though,
Esther ’s misgivings come into clearer
view—misgivings that she must face in the
coming message exchanges with Mordecai.
Apprehension Not Fully Reversed: An
Unoptimistic Submission? (4:16)
What is encountered in the material between 4:11 and the end of the chapter is
certainly remarkable, yet it is probably not
quite as outstanding as most readers would
suppose. The persuasive rhetorical techniques of the queen’s father figure,
Mordecai, should not go unnoticed, for
they are undoubtedly effective. Yet as far
as Mordecai’s words go in prompting
Esther forward in the cause for her condemned people, the queen likely remained
somewhat unoptimistic concerning her
chances before the king. Whereas traditionally readers have imagined a brave, confident, and unwavering Esther at the close
of chapter four, the text leaves the door
open for a slightly different portrait of the
queen. In other words, the change in the
attitude of the queen from 4:11 to 4:16 has
not been a complete reversal.
An informed reading of the oft commented upon interpretation of 4:14a is
integral to a fuller understanding of
Esther’s mindset in 4:16, for depending
on how 4:14a is rendered, the possibility
of at least two scenarios emerge in 4:16.
In short, the translation of 4:14a is key in
determining just what kind of decision
confronts Esther in the pivotal sixteenth
verse. In the past, the first portion of 4:14
has been read as “a conditional statement,
with one protasis and two apodoses.”20
Its usual translation follows: “For if you
certainly keep silent at this time, (then)
relief and deliverance will arise for the
Jews from another place, and [then] you

60

and the house of your father will be destroyed.”21 J. M. Wiebe notes the interpretive consequences of such a translation:
Taken in this way, this text seems to
affirm that if Esther does not take
action to help save the Jews, they
would still be delivered by some
other unnamed agent. Moreover, her
reluctance to act would result in the
elimination not only of herself, but
of her entire family as well.22
Yet this conventional rendering of the
Hebrew also has its problems. Wiebe
points out two of the most glaring in question form:
1. How is the mysterious phrase “another place” to be handled?
2. How might one explain the condemned fate of Esther and her
family if she does not act, leaving
the destiny of the Jews to the uncertainty of an unnamed deliverer?23
Concerning the first difficulty, it is not
likely that the narrator utilized “place” as
a surrogate reference to God, even though
this was a common veiling technique in
later Jewish literature.24 If surrogacy were
the case, one would have to account for
the inclusion of “another” in the phrase,
which produces the theologically problematic translation—“from another place
[i.e., another god].” Thus, concerning the
implications of this thinking, P. R.
Ackroyd contends that the Jews’ salvation
must arise from “some other source” and
not directly from God at all.25 Suggestions
as to what this other source might be vary.
Could it be another high ranking Jew? Or
perhaps it would be in the form of a popular revolt of the Jews or even sympathetic
Persians?26 Maybe the other source is an

outside political power that will rescue the
Jews and is not mentioned in the story at
all?27 In light of all of these suggestions,
however, Wiebe remarks that the text “nowhere even hints at the source of such a
hope.” 28 Thus, the difficulty in understanding the phrase “another place” is in
no real way eased. The verse leaves large
gaps in the reader’s understanding and
questions as to its meaning and reference.
Yet it could well be that these gaps and
questions are necessary and purposeful
techniques of the often-subtle narrative.
The second difficulty that Wiebe sees
stems from the first. If the traditional translation and interpretation of 4:14a is followed, the second apodosis presents a
problem, Esther and her family are
doomed to destruction if she does not act
and the unnamed agent delivers the Jews,
but the reasons for this fate are not clear.
Clines has argued that God himself would
punish the queen and her family if she did
not act.29 Yet Clines’ proposal envisions
God explicitly entering a story in which he
is, at best, only implicitly present and working. Fitting in better with the human-oriented action of the narrative, other scholars
imagine that Esther and her family would
not be spared because the Jews would look
upon them as perfidious and act in retribution.30 In the end, however, the proposed
solutions to the two difficulties are problematic enough to encourage another rendering of 4:14a. For this, we will continue
to observe the work of J. M. Wiebe.
Wiebe’s proposal centers on the rendering of the first apodosis, which he believes
to be “an interrogative apodosis.”31 Read in
this way, the suggestion is that this interrogative apodosis asks a rhetorical question that expects a negative response.32
Thus, his translation reads as follows: “For
if you certainly keep silent at this time,

will relief and deliverance arise for the
Jews from another place? Then you and
the house of your father will be destroyed.”33 On this reading, Mordecai was
stating pointedly that Esther is the only
possible hope for her people; indeed, there
is no mystery deliverance by “another
place” at all.34 His strategy, then, was to
motivate the queen to appear before the
king not out of threat, but out of a sense
of familial and national loyalty. If she does
not act, the elimination of all of the Jews,
including Esther and her family, would
result from Haman’s genocidal edict.
Upon this rendering, Wiebe submits that
the aforementioned problems that arise
from the traditional translation and interpretation vanish,35 allowing 4:14a to fit
much better into the overall context of the
present scene and book as a whole.36
If 4:14a is taken traditionally, the scenario that faces the queen in 4:16 presupposes a choice with two options. Esther
either can choose to go before the king
herself and take her chances, or she can
attempt to remove herself from the situation altogether and hope that liberation
will indeed come from some other source.
Yet if she prefers to put her faith in another deliverer, the chances for survival,
oddly enough, look slim according to the
second apodosis.37 If Wiebe’s rendering is
followed, however, the scenario that confronts Esther still presents a choice, although there is only one viable option in
view. The interrogative apodosis limits
possible deliverers to one, the queen herself. This is all part of Mordecai’s persuasive technique employed by the writer in
the service of Jewish deliverance.
In light of the translation/interpretation discussion above, the queen’s dilemma in 4:16 comes into clearer view.
Wiebe’s suggestions concerning 4:14a
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slightly alter the portrait of Esther in her
greatest narrative moment thus far, which
is the instance when the queen assumed
the leadership of the Jewish cause and resolved to place her people’s survival over
the decree of the king. Soon Esther will
go into the king, doing that which is not
according to the law, and risk (lay down?)
her life for her kindred.
Despite an undeniable display of courage, the queen’s resolve is likely underlined by an unoptimistic submission to her
task. In her most famous words, “and
when I perish, I perish,” Esther has submitted to the likelihood that her life will
not continue. Yet since she was the only
hope for her people, perhaps her efforts
would in some way to expose how heinous (that is, in Jewish eyes) the edict
sealed by the king really was—so vile that,
at the very least, he stood to lose his beloved queen if something was not done.
The keys to this interpretation lie in the
adopted reading of 4:14a and the understanding of “and when” in Esther’s famous phrase of brave submission cited
above. Against the traditional rendering,
the interpretation espoused here understands Mordecai’s challenge in 4:14a to be
singularly focused in that Esther stood as
the only hope for the Jewish people at that
time. His rhetorical interrogative, “Will
relief and deliverance arise for the Jews
from another place?” demands a negative
response as expresses the desperate need
for Esther’s advocacy. Accordingly, the
queen called on all the Jews of Shushan
to fast for three days while she and her
maidens did likewise (4:16a). The seriousness of the time is evidenced by these actions, for the survival of the Jewish people
lay in the balance. Then, in a moment of
high dramatic tension, Esther decided to
relinquish her life for her people by break-
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ing the civil law, an offense punishable by
immediate death.
Thus, the well-known declaration of
the queen was neither one of carelessness38 nor one of unwavering confidence;
instead, it was one of cognizant, and perhaps despairing, submission39 to her probable death.40 Indeed, she alone was in a
position to undertake the challenge of the
uninviting court of the king; there was no
other potential deliverer waiting in the
wings (cf. 4:14a). It was to this task that
she ultimately submitted,41 likely with
hope, but, at best, with uncertainty concerning even the chances of her own survival.42 In light of all this, it would be fair
to suppose that the queen’s apprehension
so evident in 4:11 has not been fully reversed in 4:16.43
Tact at the Second Banquet (7:1-8)
Ever since Esther had come to terms
with her unique role in the fight for Jewish deliverance (4:16), and when she had
successfully negotiated her first approach
before the king (5:1-2), the queen’s resolve
seemed to strengthen and her skills as a
shrewd negotiator were displayed. Once
she was given a voice (5:4), Esther requested one banquet (5:6) at which she
successfully asked for the presence of the
king and Haman at a further one (5:8).
Esther’s rhetorical skill in these petitions
was evident, and her plan was perfectly
executed. It is evident that we are no
longer dealing here with the young
woman under the hovering care of
Mordecai. Now, it is Queen Esther who was
active, keen, and conscientiously determined in her efforts to save her
people.NRSVVerse “John 3:16”
We come at this time to the crucial scene
of the second banquet, which showcased
the queen’s craft par excellence (7:1-8). This

episode clearly displays a unity of composition, but for the purposes of presentation, it will be analyzed in two parts
(verses 1-4 and 5-8). In the leading section,
the observant reader will notice the
queen’s cunning tact and rhetorical gifts,44
while in the latter division the fruits of
Esther’s labor are harvested as she puts
the finishing touches on Haman’s demise.
In verses 1-2 the king and Haman sat
down to drink with the queen at her second banquet (6:14-7:2). At this point the
king reiterated his longing to know
Esther’s wish (request) and her desire.
Apparently the timing was now right for
the Jewess to put her plan into action as
she exclaimed, “Let my life be given to me
as my wish and my people as my desire”
(7:3b). The king’s curiosity would certainly
have been heightened at these words. But
Esther did not stop there. In the words that
follow, the queen tactfully constructed a
brilliant line of reasoning that carried with
it the Jews’ greatest hope for survival. Everything hung upon Esther’s persuasive
techniques at this moment.
Likely playing upon her knowledge of
the offered blood money to be given in
exchange for the annihilation of the Jews
(3:9), Esther explained to the king that she
and her people had been “sold…to be exterminated, killed and destroyed.”45 Because of this impending doom, the present
“leader” of the Jewish people resolved to
act and inform the king. Yet while the
reader might suppose that this information would be enough to compel the king
to react and do something to save his beloved queen and her people, Esther preempted any reaction of the king with
further inducement: “If we had been sold
for male and female slaves I would have
kept silent, for the calamity is not comparable with the annoyance to the king.”46

With this, the queen had successfully, and
conscientiously, whet the king’s appetite
to know who has caused all of this
trouble.47 The answer was close at hand.
Her plan unfolded quickly in the
heightened suspense of verses 5-8. Because of Esther’s skill in the presentation
of the Jews’ dilemma, the agitated king
even had trouble formulating a coherent
question as he now sought to know who
was responsible for the threat against his
wife’s people.48 His desire came across
clearly enough, however, and the queen
was quick and ready to oblige him by calling out, “A man, an enemy and a foe—
this evil Haman!” (7:6a).49
This disturbing news affected the two
men in the room in quite different ways. The
king was clearly enraged, but found himself at a loss for words, so he stormed from
the banquet into the garden to ponder what
actions he might take (7:7).50 Haman’s reaction to Esther’s pronouncement displayed
itself in a sense of terror,51 and he remained
in the presence of the queen when the king
departed to the garden so that he could
plead for his life. The second in command
sensed that the king’s anger was directed
towards him, and it was only a matter of
time before his majesty would return and
execute his judgment (7:7).52
Upon his return, it is not known
whether or not the fate of Haman had
been decided. But if he had not made up
his mind as he strode in the garden, the
posture of his vizier greatly assisted his
decision-making process. By his appearance Haman had signed his own death
warrant. What exactly he was doing as he
fell upon the queen’s couch is unknown,
and for all narrative purposes it does not
matter. Although Esther is the central
character of this episode and was active
throughout it, the narrative is silent con-
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cerning what part she played in the
present scene other than to mention, in
passing, that she was upon her couch (7:8).
It is likely, however, that between the
quick judgment of the returning king and
the self-destructive appearances (or actions) of his vizier, no further persuasive
work was needed.
The Vengeful Queen (9:13)
Although most scholarly attention has
focused upon the behavior of an anonymous group of Jews in the book of Esther,
there is sufficient reason to take a brief
look at the queen herself concerning this
subject. At best, Esther’s ethical complexion is questionable in her dealings with
her enemies. But can she fairly be called
“a sophisticated Jael”?53
Ever since 8:9, Mordecai has returned
as the lead actor of the two Jewish heroes
in the book. He is the one who wrote the
counter decree (8:9-10). Mordecai alone
went out from the house of the king in royal
attire to the delight of the citadel of
Shushan (8:15). It was he who was great in
the house of the king, the figure whom
many people feared (9:3), the one whose
fame spread throughout the land as he
grew more and more powerful (9:4), and
the Jew who will occupy the stage solely
at the end of the story (10:2-3). Yet, however small it is, Esther is not entirely without a voice in the narrative’s latter portions.
On 13th Adar, after the Jews had completed their first day of battle with their
enemies, the word concerning the casualties in Shushan came to the king (9:11).
After receiving this information, the king
turned to his queen and related that five
hundred men and the ten sons of Haman
had died that day. He then inquired of her
what the Jews had done in the rest of the
provinces, and formulaically restated that
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whatever wishes and requests she had
would be done (9:12). Instead of answering the king’s question concerning the
activities of the Jews in the wider kingdom, Esther skipped right to her requests
as she spoke these words: “If unto the king
it is pleasing, let it be granted also tomorrow to the Jews who [are] in Shushan to
do according to the law (decree) of today—and the ten sons of Haman, let them
hang upon the tree” (9:13).
One should notice in this particular text
that the queen carefully kept all her petitions within the realm of the law. Her first
request was that the king would approve
the decree of 13th Adar for the Susian Jews
the next day. The reason for this particular
request for a punishing massacre is unknown, and hence, puzzling. Could it have
been that the enemies of the Jews were still
a threat in Susa? According to the edict that
only gave them a mandate to attack on 13th
Adar, they should not have been. In light
of this probability, the suspicion concerning Esther’s motives is heightened a bit.
Further, it seems clear that the victory of
the Jews on 13th Adar was nothing short of
comprehensive.54 In a comment that goes
beyond suspicion to conclusion, Paton calls
the queen’s request “horrible” and sees
only a “malignant spirit of revenge”
present in it.55 But is the picture different if
the queen’s petition at this point is “punitive and precautionary” so as to eliminate
further threat as Fox has suggested?56 Is
Esther’s request then excusable, necessary,
or even laudatory? To be sure, the text does
not entertain explicitly any of our questions
(if they are even relevant at all). It only reports the ensuing results of the altercations
on 14th Adar (9:15).
Esther’s second request was for the
public humiliation of the sons of Haman
who had already been killed in 9:10. Fol-

lowing the majority of commentators, this
petition was not a repeated call for
Haman’s sons’ death, so it constitutes evidence for other source material.57 This
practice, likely for the purposes of public
disgrace, is attested both in biblical and
non-biblical sources.58 But unlike the similar “hanging” cases of the king of Ai and
the five kings of the Amorites (Jos 8:29,
10:26), God is neither (explicitly) commanding nor directing this battle.
It would be difficult to comment conclusively upon Esther’s attitude toward
the Jews’ enemies. Yet it is clear that the
text depicts Esther as the impetus behind
the call for more bloodshed on 14th Adar.59
In the words of Fox, “Esther seems vindictive” at this point in light of the fact
that “the Jews are in no present
danger…they have massacred their
enemies....Even if Esther’s request is for a
precautionary massacre, it is, literally,
overkill.”60 However, in Fox’s view, the
underlying seriousness of Esther’s actions
is lessened somewhat by literary-cultic
explanations concerning the celebration
days of Purim.61 Yet the gravity of the
narrative’s words might not be so easily
undercut or explained away.62 It might
well be appropriate that the moral concern of Esther’s petition in 9:13 overrides,
or at least rivals in seriousness, the establishment or explanation of the festival
schedule.63 Thus, to suggest that Esther
resembles “a sophisticated Jael” might not
be so forced after all.64 At the very least,
she is “determined and inflexible.”65

Mordecai
Loyalty to the King (2:21-23)
Aside from his introduction in 2:5-7
and a further descriptive mention (2:1011), the first appearance of Mordecai
shows him exhibiting the traits of an ex-

emplary official and subject of the king
(2:21-23).66 For present purposes, knowledge of the exact nature of his official role
within the court of the king is not vital.67
Instead, this analysis will center on
Mordecai’s upstanding and conscientious
“legal” actions in the service of the king.
It is here that we observe the initial Jewish interaction with the whimsically unsystematic, and curiously unalterable,
Persian law. As has previously been observed in the actions of Esther’s neglect
of the decree of the king that forbade an
unbidden entrance into his presence (4:165:1), the attitude of the Jews concerning
the civil law was not entirely consistent.
Whereas Persian legal inconsistencies
likely stemmed from a sense of personal
interest and insecurity, Jewish behavior
regarding (or disregarding) the Persian
law presumably was governed by a sense
of national interest and security.
The episode is introduced by the temporally vague phrase “in those days,” giving the reader the impression that the exact
time and circumstances surrounding the
event were not of first importance. Of primary interest, however, was the dedicated
response of Mordecai to the assassination
plot that became known to him while he
occupied his place in the gate of the king.
The machination of the eunuchs, Bigthan
and Teresh, who guarded the threshold of
the king, prompted Mordecai to perform
his public duty and report the conspirators
to a higher authority. For lack of a better
phrase, this action could be likened to a
citizen’s arrest.68 In this case, Mordecai reported the evil scheme to his cousin, who
also happened to be the queen. Esther subsequently informed the king of the eunuchs’ plot “in the name of Mordecai”
(2:22). Then, in what appeared to be a quick
(and possibly impromptu) inquisition,
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Bigthan and Teresh were sentenced to
death. Finally, and for future reference,
these events were recorded in the court
annals in the presence of the king (2:23).
In this instance, Mordecai’s actions are
publicly commendable in theory even if
they did not result in any immediate public distinction.69 He conducted himself in
a manner that was both for the good of
the kingdom, as he proceeded through the
appropriate and necessary judicial channels, and eventually positive for his own
person. Thus, the king’s court was stabilized and the standing of the Jews in the
kingdom was not at all hindered. In the
wider narrative scope (see 6:1-11), the Jewish cause was greatly aided by the loyal,
“citizenry” behavior of Mordecai and his
joint policing operation with Esther.70 At
this point in the story, Mordecai’s loyalty
to the king was unquestionable, but, as
yet, unchallenged.
Refusal to Bow before Haman (3:1-4)
Mordecai’s inner struggles are left unstated. Even the narrative descriptions of
him fall short of a total portrait of the man
who stands alongside the king in greatness at the close of the narrative (cf. 10:13). But was the picture of Mordecai offered
in the previous section an adequate or final one? Should Mordecai be seen as a
behavioral model? Consider the words of
M. V. Fox: “[M]ordecai is an ideal figure,
a repository of virtues, a shining example
of how a Jew of the diaspora should behave.”71 But 3:1-4 puts this lofty description to the test. Mordecai’s stance in this
episode possibly calls into question the
depth of his virtue. At the very least, an
understanding of the motivations of
Mordecai’s inaction is desired.
The initial words of 3:1, “After these
things,” do not tightly follow the ending
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of chapter two (2:21-23). This perplexing
beginning leaves us to ponder the future
of Mordecai in the court of the king after
he has prevented the assassination plot of
the two door guards. One would expect to
read on and find Mordecai being promoted
within the royal government at this time.
Instead, what we observe is the inexplicable elevation of Haman, son of
Hammedatha, the Agagite, to a high position in the kingdom. What is clear, however, is that this literary scenario nicely sets
up the next episode in the story and moves
the plot of the narrative forward quickly.
Regardless of the issue of an unexplainable time sequence,72 the more pressing
(and more perplexing) issue of Haman’s
elevation in the Persian court persists. The
reason for this distinction is certainly left
unspecified in the text. But the story does
not pause at this point. Verse two moves
directly to the fact that everyone was
“bowing down and doing obeisance” to
the new vizier at the command of the
king—that is, all except Mordecai.73 This
unyielding disobedience74 and inaction
presents a problem in the narrative, a huge
problem considering that the whole Jewish race was condemned to death on account of Mordecai’s refusal to bow and
do obeisance to his court superior (cf. 3:613). Interestingly enough, the king’s servants have anticipated our next question
as they asked the unyielding Mordecai:
“Why [are] you violating the command
of the king?”(3:3b). Even though the servants were long-suffering,75 the text reports that the reluctance of Mordecai was
brought to Haman’s attention (3:4). The
narrative adds that they did this in order
to see if Mordecai’s reason for not bowing would exempt him, “for he told them
that he [was] a Jew” (3:4b). Yet even
though the reason for refusal has been

given, it is somewhat cryptic, and the
matter is in no way resolved.
Having given this terse rationale behind Mordecai’s unwillingness to do obeisance to Haman, it appears that the writer
felt no further need to explain or excuse
the Jew.76 Literarily, the unknown motivations of Mordecai are not of prime importance since the stage of the conflict has
been set and the provocation of Haman
has been achieved.77 Yet, the curious interpreter throughout the years has not
been able to leave the matter so easily.78
For without a better, more contextual, attempt at an explanation, Paton’s accusation that Mordecai exhibited an
“inexplicable” and “unreasonable” arrogance before Haman is as accurate as any
other.79 Upon closer inspection of the text,
a plausible explanation emerges.80
It is likely that Mordecai’s non-compliance stems from the long-standing ethnic
animosity between the Israelites and the
Amalekites.81 The genealogical lines provided for Mordecai (2:5) and Haman (3:1)
undoubtedly link them to the warring
kings of 1 Samuel 15.82 It is these patronymics that would have tipped off alert
readers of the Hebrew text. For the keen
and circumspect reader, it might possibly
be suggested that Mordecai’s explanation
provided ample, if not painfully overabundant, rationalization of his refusal to
bow to his ancestral and tribal archenemy,
Haman the Agagite.
A better understanding of Mordecai’s
reasoning for his resistance in following
the king’s decree could complicate the
moral question in this case. If, as some
have suggested, the Jew’s inaction here is
due to personal arrogance, then we are
faced with a moral problem of personal
selfishness, which would cast a shadow
over the “shining example” of behavior

that Fox claims for his “ideal figure” and
“repository of virtues.” Yet if, as others
have posited, Mordecai’s inaction stems
from a commitment to Jewish solidarity
and a conviction to place his community’s
interests over above any loyalties he has
to the civil government, then the question
of the disobedience is not so cut and dried.83
Though perhaps tactless,84 Mordecai displayed a weighed allegiance, and it is evident that similar persuasions can be seen
in the resolve and actions of Esther in 4:165:1. To be sure, the assimilation of these
Jews into the foreign culture and court
was accompanied by certain reservations.
Refusal to Transgress Court Regulations (4:2)
The selective nature of Mordecai’s civil
obedience evidences itself once again after Haman’s genocidal edict is published
(3:12-15). Upon Mordecai’s refusal to bow
down and do obeisance to him, Haman
approached the king with a diplomatic
proposition in order to rid the kingdom
of an unassimilated 85 and unlawful
people (3:8). The king complicitously acquiesced to this plan (3:10-11). The result
of this endorsement was confusion in the
city of Shushan (3:15), and utter despair,
bitter crying, and mourning in sackcloth
and ashes by Mordecai and the Jews (4:13). Nevertheless, in the midst of this crisis, it is interesting that Mordecai carefully
upheld the civil law in every respect.
In 4:2 Mordecai “went as far as the face
of the gate of the king, for no one [was] to
go into the gate of the king in clothes of
sackcloth.” Whether the troubled Jew was
attempting to gain Esther’s attention by
his actions,86 or whether he was merely
bitterly protesting his people’s plight in
the public presence of the king87 (or both),
is not known. It cannot even be said with
any historical certainty that Persian law
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prohibited persons from going into the
king’s gate in sackcloth.88 Yet it appears,
judging by Mordecai’s restraint, that he
was quite conscientious about observing
proper public conduct at this juncture. On
either side of his famous and controversial episode of civil disobedience,
Mordecai showed the colors of an ideal
and law-abiding subject. Throughout the
narrative he seemed to be circumspect in
his legal standing, and could be characterised as a “wise man in action” in this
respect.89
A Joint or Unilateral Counter Edict? (8:8-10)
The events that follow Esther’s tactful
second banqueting episode (7:1-8) mark
only success for the Jews. Yet aside from
the queen’s questionable moment of
planned vengeance (9:13) and the confirming “second letter of Purim” (9:2932),90 Mordecai figures almost exclusively
as the leading Jew in the last portions of
the narrative.91 Strangely, Esther all but
disappears in the waning segments of the
story as Mordecai’s (royal?) status both in
the king’s court and in the Jewish community is described in varying degrees of
greatness (8:15, 9:4, 10:2-3). This prominence climaxes in the description of the
counter decree to Haman’s genocidal
edict, where Mordecai is the sole authority (8:8-12). The unilateral nature of the
counter edict raises some textual and interpretive questions.
In speaking to both Esther the queen
and Mordecai the Jew in 8:8, the king specifically declared, “You (pl.) yourselves
write to the Jews as is good in your (pl.)
eyes.” It is expressly implied92 that what
they decided and wrote, sealed in the
king’s name, would act as if it were a royal
decree.93 To be clear, however, it is unlikely that both Esther and Mordecai
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would actually dictate the counter edict
by taking turns speaking; one or the other
would likely instruct the scribes. Nevertheless, this singular voice should have
been communicating the corroborative
thoughts and plans of the Jewish leaders
together. As can be seen in the subsequent
narrative, this task of formulating clearly
falls to Mordecai.94 However, it also appears that he is acting as the sole authority behind the edict, for the queen’s role
in the supposed joint effort is not explicit,
and doubtfully implied.
To illustrate this point, a few examples
from the progression of the narrative from
8:9-10 will be highlighted. A relevant portion of the text of 8:9 reads that all that
Mordecai commanded the scribes was written to the entire kingdom. Then, 8:10 proceeds to inform the reader that “he wrote in
the name of King Ahashverosh and he sealed
[it] with the signet ring of the king and he
sent letters in the hand of the couriers….”
The point being made here is not that the
text should have been written so as to exhibit a joint effort in authority and composition in the counter edict. Rather, these cases
are cited only to point out the apparent singular influence of Mordecai in this process.95
If anything, one would have expected the
person in higher authority to have taken the
lead in the matter if the king’s directives for
a joint effort were not followed.96 Yet,
Mordecai dominates the narrative action
from 8:9 on and emerges as the (unilateral)
authority figure for the Jewish community.
Thus, the responsibility for the actions that
proceed from the counter edict fall upon his
shoulders; that is, if any moral blame can be
measured out to the Jews because of their
actions on 13th Adar the narrative would
seem to hold Mordecai alone accountable
among the Jewish leaders.

The Wording of the Counter Edict (8:11)
Recently, the wording of Mordecai’s
counter decree has been the subject of
much suspicion concerning “acceptable”
moral conduct in the book of Esther. Specifically, questions have arisen because of
the traditional translation’s inclusion of
children and women in the number of
those whom the Jews had authorization to
“exterminate,” “kill,” and “destroy” as
they stood for their lives on 13th Adar. This,
to be sure, is a modern “problem,”97 and
contemporary interpreters vary in their
handling of Mordecai’s directives. According to R. Gordis, the moral uncertainties
fade away if the verse is translated and
understood in a different manner. Such a
proposition warrants investigation. Thus,
for the purposes of clarity and discussion,
first Gordis’ translation of 8:11, then
Levenson’s more traditional rendering of
the verse are presented below. Then I will
give a brief analysis of this important verse
and offer some thoughts on what is at stake
in its interpretation. The relevant portions
of Mordecai’s counter decree translated by
Gordis and Levenson follow:
…the king permitted the Jews in
every city to gather and defend
themselves, to destroy, kill, and wipe
out every armed force of a people
or a province attacking “them, their
children and their wives, with their
goods as booty.”98
…the king was granting the Jews in
every city the right to assemble and
to fight for their lives—to destroy,
slay, and annihilate the armed
forces of any people or province
that might attack them, women and
children as well, and to take their
property as plunder.99
That the counter edict of Mordecai in
8:11 is modelled upon the initial writing
of Haman in 3:13 is not really disputed

by scholars. Instead, explanatory variances have arisen concerning the understanding of the syntax of the former when
compared with the latter. Gordis claims
that a “radical difference” exists between
the two passages—a difference that in the
end will clear the Jews of any hint of impropriety on 13th Adar.100 In his reading,
Gordis understands the final five words
of the verse—“them, children and
women, and their goods to plunder”—to
be a citation from the relevant portions of
Haman’s edict.
Further, he interprets “children and
women” as direct objects, though they are
not normally considered direct objects.
Therefore, he proposes that the edict describes behavior expected of the Jews’ enemies and not a like permission given to
the Jews themselves.101 His interpretation
envisions the Jews repelling an enemy
force that would have killed Jewish
women and children. He does not think
it describes Jews exacting revenge on
women and children. He believes this
approach also better fits the Jews’ later
decision not to plunder their enemies (see
9:10, 15). In Gordis’ rendering, Mordecai’s
letter never gave permission to plunder.
Although he thinks Gordis’ work a
“valiant effort to eliminate the moral difficulty” in the narrative, Fox claims that
“this rendering does not (regrettably) accord with the Hebrew.”102 In his opinion,
for “children and women” to be the direct objects of “couriers” the repetition of
third plural pronominal suffixes would
have to be present.103 To further this point,
Bush adds that the direct object indicator
would also be required.104
Yet even if Gordis’ reasoning were correct, it is not at all clear from the narrative
context that Mordecai requires to be morally exonerated for the wording of his
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counter edict. We must recognize that the
rhetoric of battle in the ancient world is
included in the letters of 3:13 and 8:11. This
is not necessarily to condone the intents
found therein, but at least to contextualize
them.105 Interestingly, Mordecai’s words
in 8:11 are reminiscent of the rules of “holy
war” that governed Israel’s conquests in
the time of Joshua, the Judges, and the
early part of the monarchy.106 Still, we
must note that differences exist between
what Mordecai exhorted and what was
authorized in the internal rules of “holy
war” that serve to differentiate them from
one another; this is not a comparison of
like and like. In other words, what the
Jews were licensed to do on 13th Adar cannot simply be equated to the “holy war”
commission of the Israelites in former
years. It is also vital to notice that the author expressed no moral anxiety concerning either the sanctioning of the battle in
8:11 or in its carrying out in chapter nine.
Even among the citizens of Susa there was
no “confusion” at these words (cf. 3:15).
Thus, a facile assessment of Mordecai’s
moral responsibility in this instance is difficult to make, if it can be fairly made at
all. In its own context, however, the wording of the counter edict does not appear
to be morally reprehensible.

Concluding Summary
For all my probing, I have hardly
unravelled all of the moral ambiguity that
entwines the Hebrew Esther story, and it
is not apparent that it is possible to do so.
Thus, I shall offer a few forward-looking
summary statements concerning the material. As I have submitted, a moral appraisal of Vashti from the text is not easily
achieved. The ambiguity surrounding her
choice not to come when the king called
places limits on what can be said, for the
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extent of the gaps in the initial queen’s
portrayal cloud this matter. A similar,
though slightly clearer, circumstance affects the interpretation of the moral character of the leaders of the Jews, Esther and
Mordecai. Their (in)action and decisions
not only inform an assessment of their
own moral character, but they also affect
the way those whom they lead behave and
are subsequently viewed. Thus, any comments about them should be weighed
quite carefully.
Concerning Esther, quick and condemning conclusions with regard to her concealment, (inappropriate?) active comportment,
hesitant loyalty, cunning, and suspect
wishes are ill-advised. Instead, it is necessary to consider the context very carefully
and not merely judge her against an abstract
and/or contemporary ethical criterion.107
However, neither should one necessarily suppose that just because she was a woman living within a male-dominated age she was
therefore justified to operate by a special
standard.108 In the end, Queen Esther might
well be faulted for some aspects of her behavior, even though the matters are far from
simply decided.
The same could be said with respect to
the character of Mordecai. Though his
potential moral blemishes are fewer, an
honest assessment of his motives and actions, even within their broader contexts,
is complex. To be sure, the circumstances
in which the Jewish leaders are acting are
far from ideal or static, and the resultant
moral ambiguity prevents a facile character assessment or “any simplistic construal
of the ‘shalom’ at the end as a reward.”109
All of Esther, especially the texts that concern the Jewish people, is in the context
of dual loyalties in a diaspora existence.110
The reality and consequent lifestyle of
community displacement must certainly

come into play in any assessment of how
individuals and people groups “live” in
foreign lands.111 Needless to say, the question of how the broader implications of
this “diaspora living” effect a sound reading of Esther necessitates further thought
and study.
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