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I) my parents
for their boundless encouragement
and to my children
for their boundless tolevance






If it be permitted by human sagacity to discover the
causes which have influenced the singular fate of the
Jewish people, it must be sought by a more intimate
knowledge of their feelings and history, than has fallen
to the share of ridiculing Polytheists, of hostile
Christians, and of doting Rabbins.

—Isaac D’ISRAELL, The Genius of Judaism (1833)

I and the public know
What all schoolchildren learn,
Those to whom evil is done
Do evil in return.

—W. H. AUDEN, “September 1, 1939”

The most odious form of moral bias is found in the
history that loudly condemns the crimes and
persecutions of one side, and conceals or
defends those of the other.

—G. M. TREVELYAN, “Bias in History” (1947)
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Introduction

BETWEEN REPHIDIM AND JERUSALEM

Jetfrey Goldberg reported in the New Yorker about a series of disturb-

ing interviews he had recently conducted with Jewish settlers in the
West Bank and Gaza. “The Palestinians are Amalek,” he was told by Benzi
Lieberman, chairman of the Council of Settlements. “We will destroy
them,” Lieberman continued. “We won’t kill them all. But we will destroy
their ability to think as a nation. We will destroy Palestinian nationalism.”
And Moshe Feiglin, a leading Likud activist, told Goldberg: “The Arabs
engage in typical Amalek behavior. I can’t prove this genetically, but this
is the behavior of Amalek.”

Goldberg explained to his readers that the Amalekites were a “mysteri-
ous Canaanite tribe that the Bible calls Israel’s enemy.” In the book of
Exodus, he added, “the Amalekites attacked the Children of Israel on their
journey to the land of Israel. For this sin, God damned the Amalekites,
commanding the Jews to wage a holy war against them.” Although the
New Yorker's legendary fact-checking staff allowed no flagrant errors to
enter this thumbnail portrait, I would like to make clear to my own read-
ers that in the Bible the Amalekites are neither Canaanites nor particularly
mysterious. They are desert-dwelling descendants of Esau, the elder son
of Isaac, through his own eldest son Eliphaz (Gen. 36:12). And although
it would not be incorrect to say that they “attacked the Children of Israel
on their journey to the land of Israel,” the book of Deuteronomy chose
rather to stress that the attack, at Rephidim, occurred as the “faint and
weary” Israelites “came forth out of Egypt” (25:17-18).

The Amalekites, their distant cousins, were the first enemy they
encountered in their forty-year trek through the desert. Although by the
battle’s end the militarily inexperienced Israelites, led by Joshua (with
Moses looking on from a hilltop), somehow “mowed down Amalek and
his people with the edge of the sword” (in the mellifluous rendition of the
Revised Standard Version [RSV]), enough Amalekites survived for God to
vow that He would continue to wage war with Amalek “from generation

IN the spring of 2004, as this book was slouching toward completion,



2 INTRODUCTION

to generation” (Exod. 17:8-17). In the book of Exodus the perpetual
struggle with Amalek is described as God’s war, but in Deuteronomy the
Israelites themselves are commanded to “blot out the remembrance of
Amalek from under heaven.”

In his New Yorker article Goldberg gallantly came to the defense of
the Jewish tradition, asserting—again not quite accurately—that the com-
mandment to exterminate the Amalekites “is perhaps the most widely
ignored command in the Bible.” He did not mean that it was ignored in
the Bible itself but that “the rabbis who shaped Judaism,” who, accord-
ing to Goldberg, “could barely bring themselves to endorse the death
penalty for murder, much less endorse genocide,” solved the moral prob-
lem by ruling “that the Amalekites no longer existed.”! This, however, is
patently false. Not only did the “rabbis who shaped Judaism,” that is, the
Talmudic sages, never make such an assertion, but even Maimonides, in
his great twelfth-century code, clearly suggested—as many commentators
noted—that unlike the “seven nations” of ancient Canaan, who were also
doomed to extermination by biblical command, the Amalekites were still
alive and kicking.?

How seriously the command to “utterly destroy” Amalek was taken in
biblical religion may perhaps best be seen from the account, in the first
book of Samuel, of Saul’s ill-fated war against the Amalekites. Saul,
Israel’s first king, was commanded in God’s name by the prophet Samuel,
again following the RSV, to “go and smite Amalek, and utterly destroy
all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman,
infant and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and ass” (1 Sam. 15:2-3).
Although Saul and his army did indeed defeat the Amalekites, whom they
“utterly destroyed . . . with the edge of the sword” (1 Sam. 15:8-an inter-
textual allusion to Exod. 17:13) they spared both King Agag, who was
taken captive, and “the best of the sheep and of the oxen and of the
fatlings,” purportedly in order to sacrifice them to God (1 Sam. 15:9).
Samuel powerfully expressed God’s ire at this partial fulfilment of His
command and then dramatically executed the Amalekite king in the pres-
ence of his belatedly repentant Israelite counterpart (1 Sam. 15:22-33).

What does this have to do with relations between Israelis and Palestinians
in the twenty-first century? Very little or a great deal, depending on
how one defines the term “Amalekite.” If it is defined genealogically, the

1 Jeffrey Goldberg, “Among the Settlers: Will They Destroy Israel?” New Yorker (May 31,
2004).

2 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings, 5:4-5.

3 Hereafter I will sometimes follow the Revised Standard Version (1946-1952), sometimes
the new translation of the Jewish Publication Society published under the title Tanakh
(1985), and sometimes an eclectic combination of the two.
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Palestinians, as Arabs and descendants, in biblical terms, of Ishmael
(Isaac’s half-brother), have no relation to Amalek, the grandson of Isaac’s
elder son, Esau. In fact, for centuries, as we shall see, Amalek was associ-
ated by Jews with the Roman Empire and its medieval Christian inheri-
tors. If, however, Amalek is seen as a moral or metaphysical category—a
notion that first merged in Jewish thought, as we shall see, in the Middle
Ages—Palestinians may be classified as Amalekites. This is evidently what
the Australian-born Feiglin meant when he told Jeffrey Goldberg that
although he could not link the Arabs with Amalek “genetically,” their
“behavior” was “typical” of Amalek. Indeed, the association of Arabs with
Amalekites has become widespread enough for at least one Israeli-Arab
journalist to have developed the habit of referring to himself, with some
measure of irony, as an Amalekite.# Not surprisingly, after the death of
Yasser Arafat, in November of 2004, “Pikuach Nefesh,” an association of
some two hundred rabbis who oppose territorial concessions on the part
of Israel, announced that “the day of Arafat’s death should be a day of
rejoicing,” since the Palestinian leader was “the Amalek and the Hitler of
our generation.”s

Several months earlier Goldberg had published a short piece in the Op-
Ed section of the New York Times (“Protect Sharon from the Right,”
August 5, 2004) that began with the description of a circumcision cere-
mony he had recently attended. The ceremony had taken place in a trailer
that served as the synagogue of an outpost outside one of the Jewish set-
tlements on the West Bank. Like other Jewish outposts in the area, many
of ' which are technically illegal, this one too was home to a handful of fam-
ilies who belonged to what Goldberg aptly described as “the avant-garde
of radical Jewish nationalism, the flannel-wearing, rifle-carrying children
of their parents’ mainstream settlements, which they denigrate for their
bourgeois affectations . . . and their misplaced fealty to the dictates of the
government in Jerusalem.”

Not surprisingly, the young father—a goat farmer—found occasion,
when he rose to speak, to raise the (to him) timely subject of Amalek. “I
am looking at our life today, and what Amalek wants to do is swallow up
the people of Israel,” he said. Then, using an image that had been first
developed in the Zohar, he added: “This is the snake. This is the snake”—
although “serpent” would arguably have been a better translation, since
the Zoharic allusion is to the sly and slithering creature in the book of
Genesis. Goldberg then turned to a young acquaintance seated next to
him, Ayelet, a pregnant (married) teenager who wore a long skirt and car-
ried a semiautomatic M-16, and asked her whether she thought Amalek

4 Sayed Kashua in Ko/ ha-"Ir, June 8, 2001; November 19, 2004.
5 Haaretz, November 12, 2004.
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was alive today. “Of course,” she replied, and pointed toward one of the
Arab villages in the distance. “The Amalekite spirit is everywhere,” she
added, “it’s not just the Arabs.” When asked by Goldberg who else might
be part of Amalek, she replied, “Sharon isn’t Amalek, but he works for
Amalek.”

The teenaged Ayelet was hardly the first Jewish ideologist to suggest
that misguided fellow Jews might be in league with Amalek. Ironically,
in fact, this position had been advanced by such fervent opponents of
Zionism as the renowned Lithuanian Talmudist Elhanan Wasserman, who
early in the twentieth century asserted that Amalekites could be found
among those Jews who had “cast off the burden of the Torah,” both in
the Diaspora and the Holy Land. By the time Rabbi Wasserman was killed
by the Nazis in 1941, the latter had become the universally recognized
Amalekites of their day, temporarily blotting out the memory of all oth-
ers. Yet late in the twentieth century the notion of Jewish Amalekites
again gained currency, finding expression, for example, in an article by the
Bar-Tlan professor and West Bank resident Hillel Weiss that appeared in
Hua-Zofeh, the newspaper published by Israel’s National Religious Party,
on Purim of 1994. On that very day Dr. Baruch Goldstein—another West
bank resident—opened fire, with his army-issued semiautomatic rifle, on
dozens of Muslims who were praying inside the mosque at the Tomb of
the Patriarchs in Hebron, killing twenty nine.¢

At the time, I was living in Jerusalem, barely an hour’s drive north from
Hebron, and was working on a Hebrew version of an article about the his-
tory of Purim violence that became the genesis of this volume.” The real-
ization, as the news came in sometimes contradictory spurts over the
radio, and as I saw the raucous celebrations in the center of Jerusalem
continuing unabated, that there was a clear connection between past
Purims and the present one was both exhilarating and disturbing. It
became clear to me that another chapter had written itself into the history
of Purim—a carnivalesque holiday of reversal that celebrates the triumph
of the Jews, during the days of Mordecai and Esther, over the genocidal
plot of their archenemy Haman, who was hanged on the gallows that he
had planned for Mordecai.

Haman is referred to repeatedly in the book of Esther as an Agagite—
that is, descendant of the Amalekite king Agag. The Torah reading for the
morning of Purim is taken from the account in Exodus (17:8-16) of the
battle at Rephidim, after which God vowed that He would have war with
Amalek “from generation to generation.” And the Sabbath before Purim,
called the “Sabbath of Memory,” is even more infused with mordant

6 See Horowitz, “From the Generation of Moses,” 428, 454, and the sources cited there.
7 Horowitz, “And It Was Reversed,” 129-68.
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memories of Israel’s encounters with its archenemy. The special Torah
reading, drawn from the book of Deuteronomy (25:17-19), from which
that Sabbath draws its name, opens with the command to “remember
what Amalek did” and concludes with the ringing (yet to some chilling)
exhortation to “blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under
heaven.” And the reading from the Prophets for the Sabbath before
Purim is taken from the aforementioned account (in 1 Sam. 15) of Saul’s
ill-fated war against the Amalekites, from which their king alone was
spared until the prophet Samuel dramatically “hewed Agag in pieces
before the Lord in Gilgal.”

Although my article on Purim, whose treatment began in the fifth cen-
tury, stretched ambitiously into the nineteenth, I decided after the Hebron
massacre of 1994 to be even more ambitious and extend my story to the
present. The editors of the journal Zzon, published by the Historical Soci-
ety of Israel, wisely advised me to delete the hastily written appendix,
which was not sufficiently integrated with the rest of the article. A decade
later, however, I feel that there is no longer any excuse for me, as a histo-
rian or as a Jew, “to keep silence at such a time as this” (Esther 4:14). I
have therefore chosen, somewhat recklessly, to begin not at the begin-
ning, but at the end, inspired, in part by the words of Esther herself
(Esther 4:14), “if I perish, I perish.”

In May of 1982, shortly before I immigrated to the state of Israel, the
“Karp Commission” issued its findings regarding Jewish violence on the
West Bank—under Israeli control since 1967—including events that had
transpired in Hebron over the (extended) holiday of Purim, 1981.
Although at that point the Jewish presence in Hebron itself had not yet
been renewed—most Jews had abandoned the “City of the Patriarchs”
after the massacre of 1929, and the last had departed in 1947—on Friday
(March 20), the first day of Purim, settlers from neighboring Kiryat Arbah
came to celebrate the holiday in Beit Hadassah, which had once housed a
Jewish infirmary and a synagogue. By Friday evening they had managed,
allegedly through their spirited dancing, to bring the roof down over the
Arab-owned upholstery shop downstairs. Since Purim in Hebron is tradi-
tionally celebrated over two days (the fourteenth and fifteenth of Adar)
the settlers settled down in Beit Hadassah for another day of boisterous
festivity, which in 1981 coincided with the Jewish Sabbath.

The Arab upholsterer, who had closed his shop before noon on Friday
as was his custom, returned the next day to find a large hole in his ceiling,
and proceeded to the local (Israeli) police station, but did not file a for-
mal complaint—hoping, he later explained to investigators, that after
repairing the hole quiet could be restored. He began work on repairing
the ceiling, as he had been advised by the (Arab) municipality, but his new
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neighbors upstairs insisted that he stop, “on account of the sanctity of the
Sabbath.” When the upholsterer returned on Saturday evening, he was
forcibly prevented by the settlers from continuing with the repairs.
Around midnight an officer from the (Israeli) military governor’s office
arrived and saw that the entire ceiling had collapsed, and that young set-
tlers were removing the contents of the shop. When he asked them what
was going on, they replied that the shop’s ceiling had collapsed and that
they were removing the cotton fabric so that it would not get soiled.
When the same officer returned some two and a half hours later, after hav-
ing been informed that the shop’s door was open, one of the settlers
reportedly told him (in Hebrew) that he was witnessing the renewal of
Hebron’s Jewish community.

On Sunday the upholsterer returned to find his shop devastated. While
he was sitting at its entrance mourning his fate, three armed settlers
emerged from Beit Hadassah and asked him to leave. When he replied that
it was his shop, they pushed him away violently. He then returned to the
police station and filed a formal complaint. The police investigation was
completed nearly a year later, in February of 1982. The state attorney’s
office decided the following March to close the case, both on the grounds
of insufficient evidence and because the Arab upholsterer had by then
received financial compensation. The Karp Report, however, found it both
“highly disturbing” and worthy of note that, according to the police super-
intendent’s affidavit, Hebron’s military governor had instructed the com-
mander of the local police station not to investigate the incident.8

On Purim of 1986, five years after the festive reconquest of Beit Hadassah,
Jewish settlers paraded through Hebron carrying puppets of various images
from the book of Esther, including, of course, that of Haman. When they
arrived at Beit Romano, one of the other local buildings that had been
owned by Jews prior to 1948, one of the settlers, as reported by Haaretz
correspondent Ori Nir, placed a kaffiyeh on the effigy of Haman, which was
being hung. The local Arabs, understandably, took offense, and only the
timely intervention by a representative of the military government—who
demanded that the settlers remove the kaffiyel—prevented a violent con-
frontation. It is not unlikely that Dr. Baruch Goldstein, who immigrated
from the United States to Kiryat Arbah in 1983—and who by 1984 already
had a police record in Hebron—participated in the Purim parade of 1986.°

Three years later, according to the same correspondent’s report, the (by
then) traditional Purim parade through Arab Hebron was even more

8 The Karp Report was issued by Israel’s Ministry of Justice on May 23, 1982. On the events
of March 1981 in Hebron, see 8-11.

9 See Elimelekh Horowitz, “Hag Purim; Simha ve-Sasson oh Sinah ve-Sasson,” 324-25, in
Hua-Mishak, ed. Emilia Peroni (Tel Aviv, 2002).
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provocative. Jewish settlers carried a skeleton with a kaffiyel on its head
and a noose around its neck, and also burned Palestinian flags. Some
Jewish children carried toy rifles, which they pointed menacingly at their
Palestinian counterparts. From the city’s central square the festive settlers,
many in masquerade, continued to the Tomb of the Patriarchs into which
they sought to introduce a Torah ark—contrary to regulations—during
the time normally set aside for Muslim prayer. “The shoving match . . .
continued for some time,” reported Nir, “and provided such surreal
scenes as [Israeli soldiers| struggling with [Jewish]| settlers dressed as
Arabs, in an effort to protect the ‘real’ Arabs who were in the vicinity.”10

The following year, in 1990, the Purim parade departed from Beit
Hadassah toward the Tomb of the Patriarchs, and in that year, too,
Palestinian flags were burned in the streets of Arab Hebron. Some of the
Jewish participants were again provocatively dressed as Palestinians, but
Noam Arnon, then spokesman for the settler organization Gush Emunim,
chose to wear a “Peace Now” t-shirt with a kaffiyel on his head—suggesting
an inner affinity between those two sartorial objects. Four years later the
holiday of Purim coincided with the first Friday of Ramadan—as delicate
a situation as one could imagine in the embattled city of the Patriarchs.
On that fateful Friday morning Dr. Goldstein brought his semiautomatic
rifle with him to Purim prayers at the Tomb of the Patriarchs and fired
into the neighboring room where Muslims were at prayer. Since then, for
me and for many others, Purim has never been the same.

In Hebron, however, little changed, even after the murder, in November
1995, of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin by Yigal Amir, a law student at Bar-
Ilan University (where I was then teaching) and an admirer of Goldstein.1!
On Purim of 1997, according to Haaretz correspondent Amira Segev,
Hebron’s traditional Purim parade, which by then departed from the Jewish
“neighborhood” of Tel Rumeida, was headed by a Lubavitch “mitzvah
tank,” and Noam Arnon, who by then had become spokesman for the
Jewish community of Hebron, (cross-) dressed as the outspoken left-wing
parliamentarian Shulamit Aloni, who had been a minister in Rabin’s gov-
ernment. One young woman was dressed as Margalit Har-Shefi, a Bar-Ilan
law student and West Bank resident who had been arrested in connection
with her classmate’s assassination of Yitzhak Rabin.

In 1998 the Purim parade again stretched from Tel Rumeida to the
Tomb of the Patriarchs, the site of the 1994 Purim massacre. Noam
Federman, a Kahanist resident of Tel Rumeida, was dressed, according to
Haaretz correspondent Tami Sokol, as Leah Rabin in witch’s garb, with

10 Ibid., 325.
11 On Amir’s admiration for Goldstein see Michael Karpin and Ina Friedman, Murder in the
Name of God: The Plot to Kill Yitzhak Rabin (New York, 1998), 10, 15-16.
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a sticker that ominously read “Shalom, Leah”—a ghoulish allusion to Bill
Clinton’s famous words of farewell to Yitzhak Rabin at the latter’s funeral.
And one of the settler children was dressed as the local Jewish saint,
Dr. Baruch Goldstein, wearing a stethoscope and carrying a rifle. He was
apparently one of many local Jewish children that year who chose that
macabre masquerade—presumably with the approval of their parents.12

Purim in Hebron after 1994 was like Purim in Hebron since 1981, only
more so—with a new Jewish hero for Jewish children to dress up as. And
in Jerusalem the fashion of categorizing fellow Jews as Amalekites reached
new highs—or lows. In late February of 1996, after a bus blew up on Jafta
road, a reporter for Ma’ariy heard a passerby exclaim: “This is all due to
the leftists of Meretz. We will take care of them. For us they are
Amalek.”13 Four years later Israel’s controversial Education Minister Yossi
Sarid, one of the founders—with the aforementioned Shulamit Aloni—of
Meretz, had the distinction of being designated an Amalekite by no less
an authority than Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef, the founder and spiritual leader of
Israel’s Shas party, and the most widely respected rabbinical figure among
Oriental and Sephardic Jews throughout the world. In a public address
delivered in March of 2000, shortly before the holiday of Purim, Rabbi
Yosef compared the veteran left-wing politician to Haman, adding that
“he is wicked and satanic and must be erased like Amalek.” The office of
Israel’s attorney general pursued a criminal investigation (on grounds of
possible incitement to violence) but the great rabbi was never charged.!4

In contemporary Israel, it is not only Haman who is conjured, but also
his stubborn nemesis Mordecai, whose refusal to bow before the evil min-
ister has reverberated for centuries, as we shall see, both among Jews and
Bible-reading Christians. In the spring of 2003 the Israeli painter Moshe
Gershuni, who was to receive the coveted Israel Prize on Independence
Day of that year, announced that he would not attend the ceremony in
order to avoid shaking hands with Education Minister Limor Livnat, with
whose government’s policies he sharply disagreed. Livnat, in response,
decided to revoke the prize. Writing in Haaretz the conductor Itai Tal-
gam compared the story to the book of Esther, and asked rhetorically:
“Why couldn’t Ahashverosh’s chief minister abide this one exception and
write off Mordechai as just an eccentric old geezer?” Talgam saw
Gershuni as a contemporary Mordecai who represents “the Jewish spirit,
that does not give in; and the temptation to try to break this spirit cannot
be assuaged by all the pleasures and power of authority.”15

12 Horowitz, “Hag Purim,” 327.

13 Horowitz, “From the Generation of Moses,” 454.
14 See Kamil, “Ovadia Yosef.”

15 Haaretz, April 20, 2003.
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In modern America, too, the ancient book of Esther could be brought
to bear upon contemporary politics. In southern California during the
Watergate investigations of the 1970s, members of a left-leaning Havura
(prayer community) accompanied the reading of the Megillah with a dra-
matic enactment of the Esther story. One of the participants, the local
campus Hillel rabbi, chose for himself the role of Haman. Rather than
merely masquerading as the biblical villain, he chose to impersonate
Richard Nixon’s senior aide H. R. (Bob) Haldeman—whose surname also
began with an H. In addition to wearing a three-piece suit and a hat, he
walked onstage carrying a briefcase on which was written H. R. “Bob”
Haman, and from which audiotape trailed. Riv-Ellen Prell, the participant-
observer who has described the performance, notes that the character had
no spoken lines. “His entire performance was visual and succeeded
because of his ability to effectively associate Haldeman with Haman and
Haman with Haldeman.” Both had access to the highest corridors of
power and both had been stripped of it when their evil intentions were
uncovered.l® On the East Coast not long afterward members of the
Jewish Defense League in Brooklyn decided, on Purim of 1977, to burn
in effigy another person who had ascended to the highest corridors of
power under Richard Nixon—their coreligionist Henry Kissinger!!” This,
however, was not as paradoxical as might appear, for as we have already
seen, it had long been claimed that Jews too could be Amalekites.

This book, however, is not only about Jewish myths and their legacies,
but also about myths told and retold concerning the Jews, whether about
their “passionate hostility to violence,” as Jean Paul Sartre put it, or their
predilection for particularly peevish forms of predation, such as the ritual
murder of children. As recently, in fact, as March 2002 the Saudi scholar
Umayna Ahmad al-Jalahma revived the canard that Jews require the blood
of non-Jews for their Purim pastries. But whereas in the nineteenth cen-
tury, especially after the “Damascus Affair” of 1840, the claim had been
made that Purim was one of the occasions for which Jews required the
blood of Christians, Dr. al-Jalahma seems to have been the first to dis-
cover that Muslim blood can also be used for filling the three-cornered
Hamantaschen.'8 Both Purim and the book of Esther, as we shall

16 Riv-Ellen Prell, “Laughter That Hurts: Ritual Humor and Ritual Change in an American
Jewish Community,” 214-15, in Between Two Worlds; Ethnographic Essays on American
Jewry, ed. Jack Kugelmass (Ithaca, 1988).

17 Shifra Epstein, “From Tel-Aviv to Borough Park: Purim in the Twentieth Century,” 51,
in Purim: The Face and the Mask (no editor stated) (New York, 1979).

18 His article “The Jewish Holiday of Purim,” published originally in A/-Réyadh, March 10,
2002, is quoted in Gabriel Schoenfeld, The Return of Anti-Semitism (San Francisco, 2004 ),
17-18.
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frequently see, are subjects that have impelled both apologists and anti-
Semites to show their true colors, as they have impelled me to show mine
in this introduction.

In the fall of 2004 the local news in Israel again inserted itself into my nar-
rative. On Sunday, October 10, when the Armenians in Jerusalem’s Old
City were observing the “Exaltation of the Holy Cross” (or “Holy Cross
Day”), a cross was carried by the local archbishop in the traditional pro-
cession near the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Natan Zvi Rosenthal, a
twenty-one-year-old student at the (ultranationalist) Har Hamor yeshiva,
happened to be passing by, and spat upon both the processional cross and
the archbishop, who responded by slapping Rosenthal. Both were conse-
quently questioned by the police—who decided, however, to charge only
the student with assault. An editorial two days later in Haaretz under the
title “Jerusalem’s Disgrace” saw the incident as revealing “a little bit of
the increasingly wild Jewish-nationalist-religious atmosphere” in the
city.1?

Some have suggested that it is the spatial proximity of the Armenian
Quarter to that of the Jews in Jerusalem’s Old City that has been respon-
sible for Jewish attacks upon religious processions and clergymen. Yet
Rosenthal, who has since apologized for his action,?? encountered the
Holy Cross procession neither in the Jewish Quarter nor the Armenian
one, but near the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, in the Christian Quar-
ter. I would suggest, therefore, that acts of enmity toward Armenian pro-
cessions and clergymen should be seen against the background of a long
Jewish tradition reaching back to the tenth century, whereby Armenians
were referred to, not always in a hostile manner, as “Amalekites.”2!

This tradition, which shall be examined in greater detail in chapter 5,
was still very much alive in the nineteenth century. In 1839 the British
missionary Joseph Wolff, who was active in both Palestine and Yemen,
found it “remarkable that the Armenians, who are detested by the Jews as
the supposed descendants of the Amalekites, are the only Christian church
who have interested themselves for the protection and conversion of the
Jews.” Similarly, in their 1842 account of their extensive missionary
efforts among Jews in both Europe and the Middle East, the Scottish mis-
sionaries Bonar and McCheyne suggested that “the peculiar hatred which

19 See Amiram Barkat in Haaretz, October 11, 2004, October 12, 2004.

20 Barkat, Haaretz, October 18, 2004. See also E. J. Greenberg, “Church Flap in Jerusalem:
Bad Blood—and Saliva,” Forward, October 22, 2004. A more recent spitting incident against
an Armenian priest occurred early in January 2005. See Barkat in Haaretz, January 7, 2005.
21 See Horowitz, “From the Generation of Moses,” 431, 450-51.
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the Jews bear to the Armenians may arise from a charge often brought
against them, namely that Haman was an Armenian, and that the Armenians
are the Amalekites of the Bible.”22

On Saturday, March 11 1995, when a procession of Armenian priests
was making its way, with a large cross, from Jerusalem’s Armenian Quar-
ter to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Moshe Ehrenfeld, a Jewish resi-
dent of the city, spat conspicuously as the procession passed. Although
newspaper reports concerning the 1995 incident—for which Ehrenfeld,
who was found guilty of “interfering with a religious ritual,” was fined and
given a (suspended) two-month prison sentence—tfailed to mention that it
occurred on Shabbat Zakhor, the Sabbath before Purim, there can be little
doubt that Ehrenfeld himself was aware of that momentous date.23

Moreover, the hostility to the cross that he evinced was by no means
limited, even then, to a small group of fanatics. In the spring of 1992 a
minor crisis had erupted in Israel when representatives of the education
ministry discovered, to their horror, that a film marking five hundred years
since the expulsion of Spanish Jewry that had been commissioned from
Israel Television contained scenes in which some of the major figures (e.g.,
Ferdinand, Isabella, and Torquemada) wore crosses. What was particularly
upsetting was that the film was to be shown in connection with that year’s
International Bible Quiz for Youth in Jerusalem, whose dominant theme
was the Spanish Expulsion. The education ministry demanded that the film
be reedited and the crosses removed.2* We shall return in chapter 6 to the
Jewish relationship with, and history of violence against, the cross, which
for centuries was commonly referred to as an “abomination.”

In its editorial on the recent spate of anti-Christian incidents in
Jerusalem Haaretz referred to “the increasingly wild Jewish-nationalist-
religious atmosphere” in the city, which, I might add, is equally true of
Hebron. In both holy cities holy tombs have become sites of religious vio-
lence, and in both cities acts of violence against non-Jews have clustered
around the days between Shabbat Zakhor and Purim. It was over the hol-
iday of Purim that religious settlers from Kiryat Arbah festively recon-
quered Beit Hadassah from an Arab upholsterer in 1981, it was on that
holiday that Dr. Goldstein of Kiryat Arbah gunned down twenty-nine
prostrate Muslims at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in 1994, and it was on
the Sabbath before that holiday that one year later Moshe Ehrenfeld spat
conspicuously in the presence of an Armenian procession in Jerusalem. It

22 See Joseph Wolft, Journal of the Rev. Joseph Wolff (London, 1839), 255; Bonar and
McCheyne, Narrative of a Mission, 706.

23 See Shahar Ilan in Haaretz February 21, 1997; Moshe Reinfeld, Haaretz, February 27, 1997.
24 Avital Nitzan in Haaretz, March 31, 1992.
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may be added that Daniel Rossing, a former advisor on Christian affairs
to Israel’s Religious Affairs Ministry, recently told a reporter that anti-
Christian incidents tend to occur at “certain times of the year, such as dur-
ing the Purim holiday.” Rossing, in fact, knows Christians in Israel “who
lock themselves indoors during the entire Purim holiday.”?5 Some may
derive a measure of solace from recalling that for centuries Jews in Chris-
tian countries would do the same between Good Friday and Easter.2¢
Others may be upset that I am packing so much dirty laundry between the
covers of an academic book instead of leaving it to fade on the pages of
soon-to-be-forgotten newspapers or consigning it to the dreary darkness
of the microfilm room. But in doing so I am following in the path of many
worthy predecessors, including the biblical author of the book of Esther.

LLUTHER AND Hi1s LEGACY

At the end of the book of Esther’s seventh chapter Haman is hanged “on
the gallows which he had prepared for Mordecai,” and the anger of King
Ahasuerus abated. Had the author abated his (or her) account there,
Martin Luther would never have commented, in his infamous essay “On
the Jews and Their Lies” (1543), on how much the Jews “love the book
of Esther, which so well fits their bloodthirsty, vengeful, murderous greed
and hope,” nor would his eighteenth-century countryman Johann David
Michaelis have accused Esther herself of “insatiable vindictiveness.”2” But
that is not what the author of Esther did. He/she went on to report not
only that the “Jews had light and gladness and joy and honor” (Esther
8:16), but that they “smote all their enemies with the sword, slaughter-
ing and destroying them, and did as they pleased to those who hated
them” (Esther 9:5), with the consequence that more than seventy-five
thousand of these “enemies” were slain. And not only was Haman, but
also his ten sons were hanged (Esther 9:7-10), presumably because they,
like their “Agagite” father, were descendants of Amalek.

Not only in his 1543 essay did Luther criticize the book of Esther, but
also in his “table talk” he condemned it, together with 2 Maccabees, for
being “too Jewish” (my translation) and containing “too much heathen
corruption,” prompting him to express the wish that both books “did not

25 Barkat in Haaretz, October 12, 2004.

26 See, among others, Parkes, Conflict of the Church and the Synagogue, 327, 330, 332;
Guido Kisch, The Jews in Medieval Germany (Chicago, 1949), 183-84, 300-301; Solomon
Grayzel, The Church and the Jews in the XI11th Century1l, ed. K. R. Stow (New York, 1989),
162, 242, 255, 257-59, 261, 267, 270; Nirenberg, Communities of Violence, 209-12.

27 See H. Bornkamm, Luther and the Old Testament, trans. E. W. Gritsch and R. C. Gritsch
(Philadelphia, 1969), 188-89; Bickerman, Four Strange Books, 215-16.
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exist”—a wish that continued to command respect, as we shall see, well
into the twentieth century.28 And the eminent bible scholar and polyhis-
tor Michaelis, who taught at Goéttingen for nearly half a century until his
death in 1791, not only accused Esther of “insatiable vindictiveness,” but
also complained that Haman had been put to death without trial. His atti-
tude toward the Jewish queen was evidently colored by his rather nega-
tive stance vis-a-vis her co-religionists in eighteenth-century Germany, the
granting of citizenship to whom he publicly opposed. Michaelis, whose
position toward the Jews has convincingly been described as “racial anti-
semitism with a theological pedigree,”2? was an ardent believer—like his
older contemporary Montesquieu—in the impact of climate upon peoples
and their cultures. As products of a “southern climate,” he argued, the
Jews could never be fully assimilated into a German state. Moreover, he
felt that their religious obligations prevented them from fully merging
with any another nation. “As long as the Jews keep the laws of Moses, as
long as for instance they do not take their meals with us,” he wrote, “or
with simple folk, over a glass of beer, are not able to make friends, they
will never . . . fuse with us.”30

It is not clear which law of Moses, according to Michaelis, stood in the
way of Jews sharing a glass of beer with “simple folk”—except, of course,
during the holiday of Passover. And it is rather ironic that whereas Esther
had been guilty, in his view, of “insatiable vindictiveness,” he saw her
modern co-religionists as “a people that [on account of the Sabbath] can-
not bear arms, and defend the state under which they live,” and therefore
“can never be on a footing with other citizens, nor enjoy equal rights.”3!

28 “Ich bin dem Buch und Esther so feind, dass ich wollte sie wiren gar nicht vorhanden; denn
sie judenzen zu sehr und haben viel heidnische Unart” ( Tischreden). Among the many schol-
ars who have quoted Luther’s remarks with varying degrees of approval or disapproval, see
Samuel Davidson, An Introduction to the Old Testament: Critical, Historical, and Theological,
3 vols. (London, 1862-63), 2: 172-73; R. H. Pfeifter, An Introduction to the Old Testament,
(New York, 1941), 747; B. W. Anderson, S. V. “Esther” in The Interpreter’s Bible (New York,
1954), 3:830; Bickerman, Four Strange Books, 212; Clines, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, 255. On
Luther’s influence among modern scholars, see also Hans Bardtke, Luther und das Buch Esther
(Ttbingen, 1964 ); Wolfram Herrmann, Ester im Streit der Meinungen (Frankfurt, 1986).

29 J. H. Hess, “Johann David Michaelis and the Colonial Imaginary: Orientalism and the
Emergence of Racial Antisemitism in Eighteenth-Century Germany,” JSS, n.s. 6 (2000): 93.
30 On the dispute between Michaelis and Christian Wilhelm von Dohm regarding the suit-
ability of Jews for citizenship, see, among others, Jacob Katz, Out of the Ghetto: The Social
Background of Jewish Emancipation, 1770-1870 (Cambridge, Mass., 1973), 89-94; Hess,
“Johann David Michaelis,” 57-58. Both Katz and Hess quote the same passage, but I have
followed the former’s translation.

31 He asserted furthermore: “They must be subjected to more taxes, in order to make up with
their purses, for what they are not in a situation to do with their swords and their hands.”
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In a later chapter we shall return to the question of European attitudes
concerning the suitability of Jews for warfare, and the implications of that
question for the historiography of Jewish violence.

Early in the nineteenth century W.M.L. De Wette of the University of
Berlin, who is considered to have “inaugurated a new era in critical Old
Testament scholarship,” wrote of Esther that it “refers nothing to the
operation and direction of God, and contains no religious element.” This
assertion went hand in hand with De Wette’s view that the book displayed
a “blood-thirsty spirit of revenge and persecution.”32 Although he was
forced in 1822, on account of his critical views, to abdicate his professor-
ship at Berlin, De Wette’s scholarship, like that of many nineteenth-
century biblical scholars, was informed by a strain of enlightened Protestant
piety that posited a stark dichotomy between religiosity and revenge. A
book that was full of one, he evidently believed, would necessarily be
quite empty of the other. De Wette’s student Friedrich Bleek also saw the
absence of God’s name as “characteristic of the untheocratic spirit” of
Esther, in which a “very narrow minded and Jewish spirit of revenge and
persecution” prevailed, to the extent that “no other book of the Old Tes-
tament” was “so far removed . . . from the spirit of the Gospel.”33

In referring to the book’s “very narrow minded and Jewish spirit of
revenge,” Bleek seems to have meant, by way of hendiadys, its “very narrow-
mindedly Jewish spirit of revenge.” For many nineteenth-century German
Bible scholars (and some even in the twentieth) the words “Jewish,”
“narrow-minded,” and “revenge” formed an unholy trinity that charac-
terized the reified religion of narrow legalism and rough justice that
Jesus came to rectify.3* And the text that was seen as most typifying this

See J. D. Michaelis, Commentaries on the Laws of Moses, trans. Alexander Smith, 4 vols.
(Aberdeen, 1814), 3:180-81.

32W. M. L. De Wette, A Critical and Historical Introduction to the Canonical Scriptures of
the Old Testament. trans. Theodore Parker, 2 vols (Boston, 1843), 2:339-40, 46.

33 Friedrich Bleek, An Introduction to the Old Testament, ed. J. Bleek and A. Kamphausen,
translated from the second German edition of 1865 by G. H. Venables, 2 vols. (London,
1875), 1:450. On De Wette (1780-1849) and his disciple Bleek (1793-1859), see Cheyne,
Founders, 31-53, 142—48, and John Rogerson, Old Testament Criticism in the Nineteenth
Century (London, 1984), 28-49. For a broader view of De Wette as a German Romantic
intellectual, see T. A. Howard, Religion and the Rise of Historicism (Cambridge, 2000),
23-109.

34 For two of the classic critiques of this position see Solomon Schechter, “The Law and
Recent Criticism,” JOR, o.s. 3 (1890-1891): 754-66; Isracl Abrahams, “Professor Schiirer
on Life under Jewish Law,” JOR, o.s. 11 (1898-1899): 626—42. See the discussion of both
in Horowitz, “Israel Abrahams,” 143-47.
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preredemptive state of Judaism was the book of Esther, which Bleek—and
many others after him—explicitly contrasted with “the spirit of the
Gospel.”35 Later in the nineteenth century Heinrich Ewald famously
remarked that in moving to Esther from the other books of the Hebrew
Bible “we fall as it were, from heaven to earth”—and this acerbic com-
ment continued to echo for decades.3¢

Even during the Hitler years German biblical scholarship saw little reason
to reconsider the harsh condemnation of Esther and its “spirit” that had
become standard during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In
1934 Otto Eissfeldt of the University of Halle (who was an ordained
Protestant minister) asserted that Esther’s inclusion into the biblical canon
could only be explained by “the close connection between Jewish religion
and the Jewish national spirit.”37 Four years later his younger colleague
Johannes Hempel, at the University of Berlin, published Das Ethos des Alten
Testaments, in which he described the book of Esther as showing, through
its “hate-inspired wish-fulfilment” (hassdurchyliilbite Wunschtraum) how far
the fantasy of pursuing vengeance could go among the Jews. In 1964
Hempel, who had been associated during the Nazi years with the infamous
Institut zur Erforschunyg des jiidischen Einflusses auf das deutsche kivchliche
Leben (Institute for the Study and Eradication of Jewish Influence on Ger-
man Religious Life) established by the German Christian movement, pub-
lished a second edition of his Das Ethos des Alten Testaments. Yet even in
that revised edition he saw no need to change his earlier description of the
book of Esther as showing, through its “hate-inspired wish-fulfilment” how
far the fantasy of pursuing vengeance could go among the Jews.38

In 1953, the year of my own birth, Curt Kuhl, writing in German,
asserted that the book’s enthusiastic embrace by the Jews, among whom it
“became a great favorite,” testified to their “narrow-minded and fanatical

35 Contrast, however, Paul (formerly Selig) Cassel, a nineteenth-century Jewish convert to
Christianity, who bravely wrote that “Esther and Mordecai must not be judged by the stan-
dard of the gospel, nor must we expect to find in them the tolerating spirit of Jesus Christ.”
Cassel, Esther, xvi—xvii.

36 See, for example, Driver, Introduction, 457; Washington Gladden, Seven Puzzling Bible
Books (London, 1897), 94; Davies, Ezra, Nebemiah, and Esther, 293. On Ewald
(1803-1875) see Cheyne, Founders, 66-118; Rogerson, Old Testament Criticism, 91-103.
37 OW.H.L. Eissteldt, Einleitung in das Alte Testament (Tiibingen, 1934), 566-67. On
Eisstelt (1887-1973), see G. Wallis in DBI, 1: 327.

38 J. Hempel, Das Ethos des Alten Testaments, 2nd ed. (Berlin, 1964 [1938]), 30, 105. On
the Institut and its activities between 1939 and 1945, see Max Weinreich, Hitler’s Professors:
The Part of Scholavship in Germany’s Crimes Against the Jewish People (New York, 1946),
62-67, and Susannah Heschel, “When Jesus Was an Aryan: The Protestant Church and
Antisemitic Propaganda,” in Betrayal: German Churches and the Holocaust (1999), 68-70,
83. On Hempel (1891-1964), sce also C. T. Begg in DBI, 1:493.
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nationalism.”3? I had been conceived in the city of Tel-Aviv, which may well
have been seen by Professor Kuhl as a different sort of testimony to the
narrow-minded and fanatical nationalism of the Jews. But if not for a dif-
ferent nation’s narrow-minded and fanatical nationalism I probably would
have been conceived and born in Germany, and perhaps even studied there.
And then, had I become a Bible scholar, perhaps I too would ask rhetori-
cally, as Werner Schmidt of the University of Bonn has recently done,
“Does not the book [of Esther] emphasize too much the superiority of
Judaism?” Since, however, I had the good fortune to be born and bred in
New York, I regard Professor Schmidt’s narrow-minded question as akin to
a Teutonic tourist asking of that city’s sometimes self-applauding residents,
Do they not emphasize too much the superiority of the Yankees?

PosTBIBLICAL PURIM VIOLENCE

This book deals not only with the theme of Amalek and responses—
Christian as well as Jewish—to the book of Esther over the centuries, but
also with Jewish violence connected with the holiday of Purim, from the
early fifth century to the late twentieth. This is a subject fraught with his-
toriographical complexities. For Jewish scholars living in Christian coun-
tries writing about Jewish violence against Christians or abuse of Christian
symbols on Purim—especially by linking the similar fates of Haman and
Jesus—was, as we shall see, no simple matter.*0

Christian scholars, of course, discussed these matters more openly, and
sometimes also quite enthusiastically. In his widely read Lectures on the
History of the Jewish Church, based on lectures delivered originally in his
capacity as professor of ecclesiastical history at Oxford, Arthur Penrhyn
Stanley, who was appointed Dean of Westminster Abbey in 1864, referred
to the “natural objection of the civilised—we may add, of the Christian—
conscience, to the Book of Esther and the Feast of Purim.”#! Stanley, who
acknowledged that “every Jew throughout the world felt with Mordecai,
and has felt in many a time of persecution since, as he raised . . . his loud
and bitter cry [Esther 4:1],” but this did prevent him from asserting that
“the continuance of that bitter animosity in the Jewish nation renders the

39 Kuhl also explicitly endorsed Luther’s rejection of Esther, stating categorically that the
book had “nothing to say to the Protestant believer.” Curt Kuhl, The Old Testament: Its Ori-
gins and Composition, trans. C. T. M. Herriott (Edinburgh and London, 1961 [German
original, 1953]), 271.

40 On the connection between Haman and Jesus, see Thornton, “Crucifixion of Haman.”
41 Stanley, Lectures, 3:176-78. The first edition appeared between 1863-1876. On Stanley
(1815-1881) see R. E. Clements in DBI, 2:502-3.
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Feast of Purim the least pleasing of their festivals.” He noted also that
Purim “was long retained in all its intensity as the natural vent” of the
hatred that Jews felt towards “their heathen or Christian oppressors in
each succeeding age”42—anticipating, thereby, the central argument of
this book, which, I suspect, the learned dean would have found more
“pleasing” than the Jewish holiday upon which it focuses (although I am
not sure how much that pleases me).

Both Dean Stanley and other nineteenth-century scholars who com-
mented on Purim as the “natural vent” of Jewish hatred toward “Christ-
ian oppressors” had in mind particularly the 408 edict issued early in the
reign of Theodosius II instructing the governors of all provinces in the
Roman Empire to “prohibit the Jews from setting fire to Aman in mem-
ory of his past punishment, in a certain ceremony of their festival, and
from burning with sacrilegious intent a form made to resemble the saint
cross in contempt of the Christian faith.”43 Even before it was discussed
in Stanley’s Lectures on the History of the Jewish Church, the fifth-century
edict had featured prominently in Henry Hart Milman’s treatment, in his
pioneering History of the Jews, of Jewish-Christian relations in the Roman
Empire after its Christianization under Constantine.

Both Stanley and Milman, moreover, shared similar biographies. Milman
(1791-1868) had prepared for Oxford at Eton whereas the younger Stanley
(1815-1881) “came up” from Rugby. Both were ecclesiastical historians
as well as Anglican divines who became deans of leading cathedrals. Milman
was appointed Dean of St. Paul’s in 1849 and fifteen years later, as noted
above, Stanley became Dean of Westminster. It was during the decade of
his tenure as professor of poetry at Oxford (1821-1831) that Milman
composed his History of the Jews, in which he wrote memorably of the
“furious collision” that occurred between Christians and Jews early in the
fifth century after “great, and probably not groundless, offence” was
taken by the former “at the public and tumultuous manner in which the
Jews celebrated the holiday of Purim.”#4

A third polyhistoric Victorian to address the subject was the religiously
eccentric though enormously learned naturalist Philip Henry Gosse
(1810-1888), whose History of the Jews drew heavily on Milman’s popular
work—though Gosse’s pungent (and ardently alliterative) prose had its
own distinct character. Describing the relations between Jews and Christians

42 Stanley, Lectures, 3:177.

43 T follow the translation of Linder, Roman Imperial Legislation, 237.

4 Milman, History, 3:192-93. On Milman and his work, see most recently R. E. Clements,
“The Intellectual Background of H. H. Milman’s History of the Jews (1829) and Its Impact
on English Biblical scholarship,” 24671, in Biblical Studies and the Shifting of Paradigms,
1850-1914, ed. H. G. Reventlow and W. Farmer (Sheffield, 1995).
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during the reign of Theodosius 11, Gosse noted that the resentment of the
former “against the contempt and hatred of their opponents found vent in
a singular manner, when no other opportunity presented itself of avenging
themselves.” This was done, explained Gosse (a member of a strictly
Calvinist sect known as “the Brethren”), through the feast of Purim, which
“has not infrequently been celebrated with bacchanalian orgies more befit-
ting the worship of an idol-demon than a thanksgiving to Jehovah.” Dur-
ing the fifth century, he asserted, the holiday “was made the vehicle of
much that was outrageous and offensive to Christians.” The Jews repre-
sented Jesus “under the similitude of Haman . . . and the gibbet on which
they were accustomed to hang the effigy of their enemy, they now made in
the form of the cross.”45

Gosse’s own Calvinist hostility to the veneration of the cross (“the
object of idolatrous adoration”) seems to have equipped him with a rare
degree of empathy for the “outrageous and offensive” conduct of the
Jews. He also understood intuitively that the Jews of late antiquity had
not only conflated Haman with Christ, but also the ancient Amalekites
with contemporary Christians. “The smart of personal insult would add
pungency to the indignities with which the infuriated and intoxicated
Jews would avenge the old and the new quarrel, venting their impotent
malice at once upon Haman and Christ, upon the Amalekites and the
Nazarenes; and blasphemies would be uttered, which might make the ears
of those who heard tingle.”#¢

As we have seen, infuriated (and sometimes intoxicated) Jews in the Holy
Land are still avenging “the old and the new quarrel” against those they con-
sider to be “Amalekites,” but their malice is hardly as impotent as it was in
the distant days of Theodosius II, and the concept of Amalek has been
amplified to include not only “Nazarenes” but also Ishmaelites and even
some Israclites. And while some of the statements recorded by contempo-
rary journalists would indeed make the ears tingle, I must confess that many
of the hostile comments about the book of Esther that I encountered in the
learned tomes that I consulted in some of the world’s greatest libraries made
my blood curdle, and sometimes caused my hand to shake as I transcribed
them. Readers, I suppose, will often hear the jingle-jangle of these discor-
dant voices reverberating between the lines of this book, not to mention
vague traces of Bob Dylan and Billie Holiday. I hope, however, that this will
not prevent them from also hearing what the Victorian poet and translator
Edward Fitzgerald felicitously called “the brave music of a distant drum.”#7

45 Gosse, History, 227-28; Edmund Gosse, The Life of Philip Henry Gosse (London, 1890),
219-20; idem, Father and Son: A Study of Two Temperaments (1972 [1907]), 9.

+6 Gosse, History, 228.

47 Edward Fitzgerald, trans. The Rubdiyit of Omar Khayyim (London 1859).
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A BRIEF GUIDE (AND AN APOLOGIA)

What I have herein performed, I had rather the Reader should tell

me at the end, then I tell him at the beginning of the Book.

—TroMmas FULLER, Pisgah-Sight of Palestine (1650)

This book is divided into two sections; the first is devoted primarily to the
book of Esther and the difficult questions it posed—and continues to
pose—for both Jews and Christians since late antiquity. Was it a book that
promoted cruel vengeance or one that sought primarily to show the hid-
den hand of God in history (chap. 1)? Was Esther a greater heroine than
Vashti or vice versa (chap. 2)? Did Mordecai “the Jew” do the right thing
in refusing to bow before Haman (chap. 3), and was the latter’s enmity
against the Jews personal or tribal (chap. 4)? Chapter 5 moves from the
book of Esther to the biblical theme of Amalek and examines the ways in
which this archenemy of the Jews (and their God) was defined and imag-
ined over the centuries. Since according to Jewish law the Amalekites,
including women and children, had to be utterly destroyed, thinking
about Amalek involved, as we have seen, thinking about the possibilities
of, and justifications for, Jewish violence.

Chapter 6, which opens the second part, examines one specific form of
Jewish violence over many centuries—the desecration of the cross and
other Christian images. The following chapter examines discussions over
the centuries, in both Jewish and Christian literature, as to whether Jews
were by nature—or divine punishment—Iless capable of violence than
other peoples. The impact of such discussions upon the historiography of
Jewish violence informs chapter 8, devoted to violence against Christians,
sometimes within the context of Purim festivity, in the fifth-seventh cen-
turies. Chapter 9 carries the subject of Purim violence into medieval and
early modern Europe, especially against the background of the often vio-
lent rites of Carnival. The final chapter is devoted to the history of local
Purims, to the question of their origins, and to the problems of continu-
ity and discontinuity in “invented traditions.”

Along the way we shall encounter such diverse figures as Saint Augustine,
Bernard Berenson, Miguel de Cervantes, Benjamin Disraeli, James Frazer,
Blu Greenberg, Adolf Hitler, Christopher Isherwood, Lyndon Johnson,
Meir Kahane, Benny Leonard, Cotton Mather, Friedrich Nietzsche,
George Orwell, Philip Roth, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Alfred Lord
Tennyson, Pope Urban II, John Wesley, and Leopold Zunz, and this
sometimes dizzying diversity will undoubtedly annoy some readers as
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much as it delights others. Hopefully the latter will outnumber the former,
to whom I offer my apologies in advance. And I should perhaps add, fol-
lowing the great (though controversial) French scholar Ernest Renan,
that any reader who thinks that the word “perhaps” has not been used
frequently enough “can fill it in at his own discretion.”48

48 Renan, History 1:xvii—xviii.
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The Book of Esther

FOR AND AGAINST

EMINENT (AND LESs EMINENT) VICTORIANS

ENCOUNTER THE BOoOK OF ESTHER

occasioned more antipathy for some readers, and more enjoyment
for others, than the book of Esther.”! Among the Jews it was a
great favorite, especially when they found themselves threatened by a new
“Haman” of their own generation. Its status was both reflected and but-
tressed by the authoritative statement of Maimonides in the twelfth cen-
tury that, alone among the Bible’s non-Pentateuchal books, Esther would
never become obsolete, even in the Messianic era?? Among Christians it
has been treated, especially before Luther, either “as an allegory or as a
prophetic . . . statement regarding Christ and the Virgin,” in which
Mordecai featured as the former and Esther as the latter, or, particularly
among Protestants, “with bewilderment and with scorn for its sanction-
ing of . . . barbarous deeds against non-Jews.”3
The latter position, however, was not limited to believers. “We close the
blood-stained Book of Esther with feelings of loathing and disgust,”
wrote Austin Holyoake in his brief but pungent pamphlet tellingly titled
The Book of Esther: A Specimen of What Passes as “the Inspired Word of
God.” Holyoake (1826-1874), together with his older brother George
Jacob, was a leading figure in the British secularist movement, and author
also of Thoughts on Atheism (1870) and Ludicrous Aspects of Christianity
(1873). His laundry list of incidents recorded in the book of Esther
included “drunkenness, domestic tyranny, lust, ambition, vacillation,

N O BOOK in the Old Testament, it has been aptly observed, “has

1 Fuerst, Ruth, Esther, 32.
2 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Megillah, 2:18.
3 Fuerst, Ruth, Esther, 32.
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revenge, and wholesale and brutal murder of innocent men, women and
children,” and he described Queen Esther as a “tigress” of “diabolical
ferocity”*—a subject to which we shall return in the next chapter. In
nineteenth-century England, then, one did not have to be a believing
Christian to loathe the book of Esther.

Against the background of robust condemnations of Esther by both
representatives of the church (such as Dean Stanley) and its opponents
(such as Holyoake), what were Victorian Jews to do? In 1877 Ellis
Davidson published—under the explicit “sanction” of Britain’s Chief
Rabbi Nathan Marcus Adler—7The Bible Reader . . . Adapted for the Use of
Jewish Schools and Families, With the Addition of Questions on the Text, and
Moral Reflections on Each Chapter. As the subtitle of his reader made clear,
Davidson recognized that there were biblical passages that provoked
“moral reflection,” but he did not necessarily feel obligated to include all
of these in a work intended primarily for the use of “Jewish schools and
families.” Thus Davidson’s bowdlerized version of Esther omitted not
only the information that its eponymous heroine “was fair and beautiful”
(Esther 2:7), but also much of the brutality in the book’s penultimate
chapters, in which the Jews took ample advantage of the permission
granted them by Ahasuerus “to destroy, to slay, and to annihilate any
armed force . . . that might attack them, with their children and women”
(8:11).5 Although he quoted the royal decree, Davidson deleted the gory
details of the ensuing casualties.

The “moral reflections” that followed Davidson’s excerpts from the
book of Esther focused primarily on questions of propriety. In reading the
book, he acknowledged, “we are likely to feel surprised that Esther, a Jew-
ess, should enter the palace, and become the wife of an idolater, however
exalted his position.” He reminded his readers, however, that “she lived in
a country where the word of the king was law, and where none dared dis-
pute the royal will.” The massive revenge taken by the Jews was not seen
as a moral problem, since Esther, according to Davidson, “did not ask for
revenge,” only that her people “should be allowed fairly to defend them-
selves.” Nor were the hangings of Haman, the king’s chief minister, and
his ten sons (Esther 9:25) seen as acts of Jewish vengeance. The hanging
of the former—on the gallows that he had prepared for Mordecai (7:10)—
was not, according to Davidson, “at Esther’s request,” and his ten sons
“were slain in the battle” and only afterwards hanged “to show the people
how utterly the whole house of Haman was degraded, and in order that
future assaults might be prevented.”®

4+ Holyoake, Esther, 2-3, 11.
5E. A. Davidson, The Bible Reader . . . (London, 1877), 359-63.
6Ibid., 366-67.
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Rather different in his approach was Davidson’s younger co-religionist
and contemporary, Claude Goldsmid Montefiore. “Among the thousands
and thousands of Jews who have celebrated and still celebrate the festival
[of Purim],” wrote Montefiore in 1896, “it is likely that very few have
paid any heed to the moral and religious worth of the book on which the
festival now depends.”” Montefiore (1858-1938), a leading figure in the
world of Anglo-Jewry, was the great-nephew of the renowned Sir Moses
(1784-1885) and grandson of Sir Isaac Lyon Goldsmid (1778-1859),
who had been made a baronet by Queen Victoria in 1841—the first pro-
fessing Jew in England to be awarded a hereditary title. In 1878, follow-
ing in the footsteps of his brother Leonard and together with such
talented young men as George Nathaniel Curzon (the future viceroy of
India)—Claude Montefiore entered Balliol, “the most stimulating Oxford
college of the time, and a kindergarten for aspiring politicians and diplo-
mats.” Its master since 1870 had been the legendary—though controver-
sial—Benjamin Jowett, who had been instrumental in bringing modern
biblical criticism to Oxford, but was also remembered by one of Balliol’s
first Jewish students as having “had a preference for those Jews who were
staunch to their faith, and rather regarded with contempt the renegade
type.” While Curzon obtained a “first” in the Mods examination but only
a “second” in the more demanding Greats (Literae Humaniores), Monte-
fiore received a coveted “first” in the latter.8 After Oxford he studied in
Berlin with the great rabbinic scholar Solomon Schechter, whom, being
independently wealthy, he was able to bring back to London as his private
tutor. Montefiore also used his fortune to found, with his friend Israel
Abrahams, the Jewish Quarterly Review in 1888, and four years later he
delivered—at Jowett’s invitation—the prestigious Hibbert Lectures at
Oxford.? In his Bible for Home Reading, a two-volume anthology “with
comments and reflections for the use of Jewish parents and their children”
first published in 1896, Montefiore prefaced the text of Esther (which he

7 Montefiore, BHR, 11, 2:386.

8 On Balliol during Jowett’s years and his impact on the college, see Peter Hinch, Benjamin
Jowett and the Christian Religion (Oxford, 1987), esp. 96-120. On Curzon’s experiences at
Balliol, see most recently David Gilmour, Curzon (London, 1994), 23f. For a discussion of
Jowett’s intellectual impact from the perspective of one of Balliol’s first Jewish students, see
O. J. Simon, “The Master of Balliol (Professor Jowett): In Memoriam,” in his Faith and
Experience: A Selection of Essnys and Addresses (London, 1895), 238-48 [originally published
in the Jewish Chronicle, October 6, 1893]; Simon, “Jowett’s Religious Teaching,” JOR, o.s.
8 (1896): 245-59.

9 On Montefiore, see Lucy Cohen, Some Recollections of Claunde Goldsmid Montefiore:
1858-1938 (London, 1940); Chaim Bermant, The Cousinhood (New York, 1972), 313-27,
Edward Kessler, An English Jew: The Life and Writings of Claunde Montefiore (London, 1989);
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included in its entirety) with some “comments and reflections” on the
book’s historicity and moral implications, as well as those of the holiday
of Purim with which it was intimately linked. He asserted that although
“in the case of the Bible, as well as in the case of every other book, our
duty is to do homage to the God of truth and of goodness,” most com-
mentators on Esther had, in his view, erred in one direction or the other:

On the one hand, its religious and moral deficiencies have been ignored or
explained away; on the other they have been exaggerated and falsely labelled.
Just because of these very deficiencies it has been called by enemies of the Jews
and of the Jewish religion the most specifically Jewish book of the Hebrew
Bible, and it is still so called to this day. But this is both inaccurate and unjust.10

As part of his firm commitment to what he (perhaps naively) called “the
God of truth and of goodness,” Montefiore was willing to acknowledge
that Judaism possessed both “excellencies” and “defects,” but insisted that
it would be “monstrous” to single out the latter “and to say that in these,
and only in these, lie the characteristics of our faith.” Doing so, he claimed,
would be akin to describing a person exclusively on the basis of his faults—
a practice that, as a Victorian gentleman, Montefiore considered “shame-
fully unfair.” Moreover, he argued, what if on one specific day a person’s
“peculiar faults resulted in some specially objectionable deed.” Would it
not be “grossly unjust,” he asserted, “to say that that particular day was the
most characteristic day of his life! Yet this is precisely what some non-
Jewish critics do as regards Judaism and the Book of Esther.”!!

Christian critique of the book of Esther went back, as we have seen, to
Martin Luther in the sixteenth century. By the late nineteenth century it
had received prominent expression not only in German scholarship but
also in the works of such esteemed British scholars as Arthur Penrhyn
Stanley (1815-1881) and Samuel Rolles Driver (1846-1914), both of
whom served as canons of Christ Church at Oxford simultaneously with
their academic appointments at the university. The former, in his widely
read if quaintly titled Lectures on the History of the Jewish Church, had
referred to the “natural objection of the civilised—we may add, of the
Christian—conscience, to the Book of Esther and the Feast of Purim.”12

A. H. Friedlander in DBI 2:160-61. Montefiore’s Hibbert Lectures, on “The Origin and
Growth of Religion as Illustrated by the Religion of the Ancient Hebrews,” were extensively
covered in The Jewish Chronicle (see especially “The Hibbert Lectures: A Retrospect,” in the
issue of June 10, 1892, 11-13) and were soon published in book form.

10 Montefiore, BHR, 2:386. On Montefiore’s treatment of the book of Esther see Jonathan
Magonet, “The Liberal and the Lady: Esther Revisited,” Judaism 29 (1980): 167-76.

11 Montefiore, BHR, 2:386-87.

12 Stanley, Lectures, 3:176-78.
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Driver, who had begun his Hebrew studies as a schoolboy at Winchester,
had since 1883 been Regius Professor of Hebrew at Oxford, a position to
which he was appointed by Prime Minister William Gladstone.13 In his
Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament, first published in 1891
(a ninth edition was published in 1913), Driver informed his readers that
“much fault has been found with the temper displayed in the Book of
Esther,” which was “said, for instance, to breathe a spirit of vengeance
and hatred, without any redeeming feature; and to be further removed
from the spirit of the gospel than any other Book of the OT [Old Testa-
ment].” Driver also commented on the absence of God’s name in the
book, which he saw as reflective of its “purely secular” point of view; “the
preservation of the [Jewish] race as such, and its worldly greatness, not
the perpetuation or diffusion of its religion,” he asserted, “are the objects
in which the author’s interest is manifestly centred.”14

Driver’s decidedly negative comments on the book of Esther, which
reflect, as we have seen, the liberal-Anglican consensus in late nineteenth-
century England, may be contrasted with those of his Oxford colleague
the Assyriologist Archibald Henry Sayce—over whom, ironically, he had
been chosen for the Regius professorship by the religiously conservative
Gladstone, who considered the latter “too unsound in the faith.”15 In
1885 Sayce had contributed a volume on Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther to
a series published by the Religious Tract Society in which, without
polemicizing against those who had dismissed the book of Esther, he
defended its religious utility as providing “a useful illustration of a fact
which is oft forgotten”—that “God’s inspiration is not confined to a par-
ticular kind of literary work or a particular description of narrative.” Thus,
“secular as it seems to be in tone,” asserted Sayce, the book of Esther “has
been made an instrument through which God has revealed His will to us,
and prepared the way for the work of Christ.”16

13On Driver, see most recently the essay by J. A. Emerton, 122-38, in A Century of British Ori-
entalists, 1902-2001, ed. C. E. Bosworth (Oxford, 2001). On biblical scholarship in nineteenth-
century England, see Gerald Parsons, “Biblical Criticism in Victorian Britain: From Controversy
to Acceptance,” in Religion in Victorian Britain, ed. Parsons, 4 vols (Manchester, 1988),
2:238-57; R. E. Clements, “The Study of the Old Testament,” 3:109—-41, in Nineteenth-
Century Religions Thought in the West, ed. Ninian Smart et al., 3 vols (Cambridge, 1985).

14 Driver, Introduction, 456-57.

15See A. S. Peake, Recollections and Appreciations, ed. W. F. Howard (London, 1938), 74.
On Sayce (1845-1933), see also Cheyne, Founders, 232-33, where he is described as hav-
ing served, in his more popular writings, as “a pillar of traditional views of the Bible” and

»

even “an orthodox apologist.”
16 A. H. Sayce, An Introduction to the Books of Ezra, Neheminh, and Esther (4th ed., London,
1893), 120.



28 CHAPTER ONE

These pious words seem to have convinced neither Driver nor Walter
Adeney, professor of New Testament exegesis and church history at
London’s New College (not to be confused with Oxford’s, where Driver
had been a fellow), who soon afterward contributed a similar volume on
Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther to the The Expositor’s Bible. In his opening
comments on Esther he stressed the “striking contrast between the high
estimation” with which the book was “cherished among the Jews” and the
“slighting treatment that is often meted out to it in the Christian church.”
Adeney, who had earlier served as a Congregational minister in London
(Acton) from 1872-1889, made no secret of the fact that he considered the
“slighting treatment” of Esther to be the correct one. “It is indisputable,”
he wrote, “that the book is not characterised by the pure and lofty spirit that
gives its stamp to most of the other contents of the Bible.”17

The book of Esther, Adeney further asserted, “is dedicated to nothing
higher than the exaltation of the Jews,” and “this practical deification of
Israel permits a tone of heartless cruelty.” While acknowledging that
Haman was richly deserving of punishment, he felt that the Jews had gone
too far in making him “the recipient of unrestrained scorn” and impaling
his sons “on their father’s huge stake.” Of the Jews’ “legalised slaughter
of their ‘enemies’” (his quotation marks), Adeney tellingly commented:
“We cannot imagine a scene more foreign to the patience and gentleness
inculcated by our Lord,” by whom he meant, of course, Jesus Christ.
Although the Jews had been faced with an “order of extermination,” this,
Adeney asserted, “does not excuse the savagery” of their actions, “but it
amply accounts for their conduct. They were wild with terror, and they
defended their homes with the fury of madmen.” The wanton violence of
the wild—and somehow no longer mild—Jews was nonetheless more
understandable to Adeney than “the responsible part taken by Mordecai
and Esther in begging permission for this awful massacre.” As a conse-
quence of their intervention, he asserted, “the last pages of . . . Esther reck
with blood.”18

In his own comments on the book’s final chapters, in The Bible for
Home Reading, Claude Montefiore was hardly less critical of his co-
religionists and their alleged behavior than had been Dean Stanley, Canon
Driver, and Rev. Adeney:

We can hardly dignify or extenuate the operations of the Jews by saying that
they were done in self-defense. For we are told that all the officials helped
the Jews, and that none durst withstand them. Morcover, the slain appar-
ently included both women and children. There is no fighting, but just as

17 Adeney, Ezra, Nebhemia, and Esther, 351, 355.
18 Tbid., 357-59.
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there was to have been a massacre of unresisting Jews, so now there is a
massacre of unresisting Gentiles.!?

Montefiore may well have been the first Jew to describe the events chron-
icled at the end of Esther as “a massacre of unresisting Gentiles,” but as a
critically trained scholar whose Oxford education had been leavened by
exposure to German Wissenschaft, he was able to seek some measure of sol-
ace in the book’s widely questioned historicity. “But in truth, as the slaugh-
ter is purely a paper one,” he wrote, “so we need not imagine the [biblical]
writer to have been so bloodthirsty as he seems at first sight. . . . A stroke of
a pen did not hurt a single human being, and yet it was so tempting to
increase the numbers!”20 Of course, from our own historical perspective it
is hard to concur that strokes of a pen cannot hurt human beings—as
Montefiore, who died in 1938 and lived to see the publication of both ke
Protocols of the Elders of Zion and Mein Kampf, probably came to realize.

Despite his attempts to lessen the impact of Esther’s last chapters
by questioning their historicity, Montefiore, who explicitly agreed with
Adneney that they “reek with blood,” acknowledged in his final verdict
“that if the Bible had not included the Book of Esther, it would have
gained rather than lost in religious value and moral worth.” To the obvi-
ous question of why he had nonetheless included it, in its entirety, in his
Bible for Home Reading he replied somewhat lamely that “the book is too
well known and the festival of Purim is still too well celebrated, for such
an omission.” Montefiore, always the gentleman, added as a codicil to his
comments on Esther that if he had perhaps been too severe in his criti-
cisms, the reader, having been given the entire book, “has the same mate-
rial as I for forming a better judgement.”2!

FAREWELL TO PURIM?

If the holiday of Purim was “still . . . well celebrated” in 1896, when The
Bible for Home Reading was first published, this was despite its author’s
own controversial efforts, eight years earlier, to bring its observance to an
end. Early in March of 1888 Montefiore, who was then thirty years old,
had contributed an article entitled “Purim Difficulties” to the London Jew-
ish Chronicle, which opened with the statement that “for those who regard
Judaism as a religion pure and simple, and the Jews as merely the members

19 Montefiore, BHR, 2:403.

20 Ibid., 388, 403. For some recent discussions of Esther’s historicity—or lack thereof—see
Moore, Esther, xxxiv—xlvi; Fox, Character and Ideology, 131-138.

21 Montefiore, BHR, 2:405.
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of a religious brotherhood, any festival which . ..lacks an inward and
essential religious justification presents serious difficulties and objections.
Such a festival is Purim.” It was, he argued, “surely of doubtful propriety to
give public thanks to God for a triumph which probably never existed . . . ,
or which, if it be a fact, is yet not lifted up out of the religion of crude
vengeance by any grand and signal religious issue.” And so Montefiore,
who had written to his former tutor Solomon Schechter the previous sum-
mer that he was “meditating all while upon the eftect of Biblical Criticism
upon our conception of Judaism,”22 made it publicly known before Purim
of 1888 that, for his part, he would “not be sorry” if a festival celebrating
probably fictitious events “and which . . . while merely representative of
the national element in Judaism represents even that in its most unpleas-
ing aspect, were gradually to lose its place in our religious calendar.”?23
One may detect in Montefiore’s remarks an echo of the description of
Purim by Stanley (a fellow graduate of Balliol) as the “least pleasing” of the
Jewish festivals. Although he had been careful, in his 1888 essay, to stop
short of explicitly calling for the abolition of Purim, some of his co-
religionists reacted rather angrily to his article. Samuel Montagu—the
future first Baron Swaythling and then Liberal MP for Whitechapel—who
was widely known for his religious orthodoxy, wrote to the Jewish
Chronicle that he had read it “with painful feelings, almost approaching
disgust,” and Oswald Simon, who had been Montefiore’s contemporary at
Balliol, asserted that Jews had always observed their national triumphs
“religiously and not otherwise.” Simon, who was to become co-founder
with Montefiore and Israel Abrahams of the reformist Jewish Religious
Union, claimed—as we shall see, not entirely accurately—that “Jews have
never gone about the streets on the fourteenth of Adar with an effigy of
Haman,” but have rather, following the call of the psalmist, “gone into the
House of God with prayer and entered his courts with thanksgiving.”24
The more Orthodox—and short lived—Jewish Standard published,
under the title “Purim Difficulties,” the text of a sermon in response to
Montefiore’s eponymous article that had been delivered at London’s St.
John’s Wood Synagogue. Its author, the Rev. [ Berman] Berliner, acknowl-
edged that “unfortunately, the Feast of Purim is neglected by some of our

22 Lieber Freund: The Letters of Claude Goldsmid Montefiore to Solomon Schechter, ed. J. B.
Stein, (Lanham, 1988), 6.

23 C. G. Montefiore, “Purim Ditficulties,” Jewish Chronicle, March 2, 1888, 8.

24 Jewish Chronicle, March 9, 1888, 6. On Montagu, who in 1887 had established the Fed-
eration of Synagogues, see L. P. Gartner, The Jewish Immigrant in England, 1870-1914
(Detroit, 1960), 114-15, 203-6, and E. C. Black, “Edwin Montagu,” TJHSE 30
(1987-1988), 200-204. On Simon, see David Cesarani, The Jewish Chronicle and Anglo-
Jewry, 1841-1991 (Cambridge, 1994), 71, 90, 94, and note 8, above.
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coreligionists, from whom a better example might be expected,” but he
nonetheless felt that “almost every sentence” in the article—the name of
whose author he evidently dared not speak—*“requires revision and emen-
dation.” Regarding the alleged “feeling of vengeance which is fostered by
this festival [of Purim],” Berliner replied, “I challenge anyone to point out
in our service any words of rejoicing for the large number of people who
were killed.” And although he admitted that there had been a “slaughter,”
Berliner confidently asserted that it had been perpetrated “in self defence,”
adding, with more than a touch of pathos, “It is quite a mistake to think
that there were not then, as there have been in every age, thousands of
men who would gladly wreak their vengeance upon the defenceless Jew.”25
In these last remarks Berliner would appear to have been alluding to the
wave of pogroms that had assaulted Eastern European Jewry just a few
years earlier, following the assassination of Czar Alexander II in 1881—
shortly, in fact, before the holiday of Purim.2¢

Although Montefiore did not explicitly respond to his critics, when he
returned in 1896, in his Bible for Home Reading, to the question of
Purim’s observance, his attitude had softened somewhat. This, however,
seems to have had more to do with the comments of Walter Adeney
(which he approvingly quoted) than with the criticisms of his co-religionists.
“The worthiness of the festival,” Adeney had written,

will vary according to the ideas and feelings that are encouraged in connection
with it. When it has been used as an opportunity for cultivating pride of race,
hatred, contempt, and gleeful vengeance over humiliated foes its effect must
have been injurious and degrading. When, however, it has been celebrated in
the midst of grievous oppressions, though it has embittered the spirit of ani-
mosity towards the oppressor, it has been of real service in cheering a cruelly
afflicted people. Even when it has been carried through with no seriousness of
intention, merely as a holiday devoted to music, dancing, and games, and all
sorts of merrymaking, its social effect in bringing a gleam of light into lives that
were as a rule dismally sordid may have been decidedly healthy.2”

Ironically, then, it was a Congregationalist minister rather than the
rabbi of the St. Johns Wood Synagogue who helped bring Montefiore to
the realization that over the centuries Purim may indeed have been “of

25 The Jewish Standard, March 16, 1888. The sermon had been delivered on March 10. On
Berliner, who had previously been minister of a synagogue in Bristol, see V. D. Lipman,
“The Age of Emancipation, 1815-1880,” in Lipman, ed., Three Centuries of Anglo-Jewish
History (Cambridge, 1961), 85, 101.

26 Among recent studies, see Aronson, Troubled Waters, Klier and Lombroza, Pogroms.

27 Adeney, Ezra, Nehemia, and Esther, 401-2; Montefiore, BHR, 2:405-6.
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real service in cheering a cruelly afflicted people,” and in “bringing a
gleam of light into lives that were as a rule dismally sordid.” Yet there was
one aspect of the festival’s fury openly acknowledged by Adeney that
Montefiore chose to omit—hostility toward Christians. The former had
written that although Purim “has embittered the spirit of animosity
towards the oppressor—the Christian Haman in most cases—it has been
of real service in cheering a cruelly afflicted people” (emphasis added). In
the long passage from Adeney’s comments on Esther that he included in
his Bible for Home Reading, Montefiore furtively deleted (without ellip-
sis!) the reference to Jewish animosity toward “the Christian Haman.”
Thus, despite his stated determination to present his imagined reader with
the entire book of Esther, warts and all, so that he would have “the same
material as I for forming a better judgement,” Montefiore felt it both nec-
essary and justifiable to withhold Adeney’s passing reference to anti-
Christian elements in the observance of Purim, even when these appeared
“in the midst of grievous oppressions.”

In his Liberal Judaism (1903), published shortly after he helped to
establish England’s reformist Jewish Religious Union, Montefiore dis-
cussed the major and minor Jewish holidays. Among the latter he
included “Purim and the Fast of Ab, which, though not mentioned in the
Pentateuch, once played an important part in Jewish life, but . . . are now
dropping into desuetude.” The only non-Pentateuchal festival which, in
his view, was “likely to maintain itself,” was that of Hannukah. By linking
Purim with the equally waning Ninth of Ab Montefiore alluded only to
its declining observance rather than its moral repugnance. Similarly, in his
Outlines of Liberal Judaism published nine years later, Montefiore asserted
that “of the non-Pentateuchal festivals . . . the only which [English] Lib-
eral Judaism should retain,” was, to his thinking, that of Hannukah,
which celebrated “the heroism of the Maccabean martyrs and warriors,
and the preservation of the Jewish religion at a season of utmost peril.”28
Although he had switched from a descriptive tone to a more prescriptive
one, Montefiore was still more careful than he had earlier been to avoid
explicit criticism of Purim’s moral character.

“UNGODLY CONFIDENCE”
Montefiore’s shift may perhaps be explained by the strident criticisms of
Esther and Purim that were being expressed in liberal Protestant circles. In

1891, as we have already seen, S. R. Driver, the Regius Professor of Hebrew

28 Montefiore, Liberal Judaism (London, 1903), 134-35; idem, Outlines of Liberal Judaism:
For the Use of Parents and Teachers (London, 1912), 258-59.
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at Oxford, expressed the view that “it seems...impossible to acquit
Mordecai of permitting, and the Jews of engaging in, an unprovoked mas-
sacre.”2? Early in the twentieth century Thomas Witton Davies, a professor
of Semitic Languages at University College in North Wales who had previ-
ously been principal of a Baptist college in Nottingham, approvingly cited
Luther’s reservations concerning the book of Esther and also Heinrich
Ewald’s comment that one was “falling from heaven to earth” when mov-
ing to Esther from the other books of the Hebrew Bible.30

In truth, however, the influence of the latter two had, in German schol-
arship, continued unabated throughout the latter half of the nineteenth
century. Ewald’s contemporary Ernest Bertheau, who was a professor at
Gottingen, asserted that Esther and Mordecai “are full of a spirit of
revenge and hostility not [merely] to Gentile ways, but to the Gentiles
themselves . . . and of ungodly confidence in a victory over the world.”3!
Bertheau’s words were published in 1862, two decades after A. H. Hoft-
mann had composed Deutschiand, Dentschland, iiber alles, and the very
year in which Otto von Bismarck was appointed prime minister of Prussia.
Upon entering office Bismarck famously declared that “the great ques-
tions of the day” were decided “not by parliamentary speeches and major-
ity votes,” but rather “by iron and blood.” If any entity could in those
years be seen as harboring an “ungodly confidence in a victory over the
world,” it was Bismarck’s Prussia, which under the aegis of the newly
established German Reich annexed Alsace-Lorraine in 1871, together
with its more than a million and a half residents—prompting some to
remark that “Europe has lost a mistress and gained a master.”32 By 1884,
when Heinrich von Treitschke declared that “colonization was a matter of
life and death,” the German Reich had established its first colonies in
Africa, soon to be followed by protectorates in the Pacific—including the
northeastern part of New Guinea.33

And yet German Bible scholars continued to rant against the arrogant
nationalism of the book of Esther. Emil Friedrich Kautzsch, who became
professor of theology at Halle in 1888, asserted that the book of Esther
“expresses such national arrogance and such hatred of other nations” that

29 Driver, Introduction, 456.

30 Davies, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 293.

3LE. Bertheau, Die Biicher Esra, Nechemin, und Ester (1862), quoted in Keil, Ezra, Neheminh,
and Esther, 315.

32See L. L. Snyder, Roots of German Nationalism (Bloomington, Ind., 1978), 55-74; Peter
Pulzer, Germany, 1870-1945: Politics, State Formation, and War (Oxtord, 1997), 11-15,
40-45.

33 Snyder, Roots of German Nationalism,75-91; G. A. Craig, Germany: 1866—1945 (Oxford,
1978), 116-24.
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it was easy to understand “the strong objections to its canonicity which
have been raised.”3* Similarly, Carl Heinrich Cornill, who succeeded
Kautzsch to the professorship at Halle upon the latter’s death, wrote in
1891 that “the Christian expositor of the Old Testament would prefer to
pass over the Book of Esther altogether,” asserting furthermore that “the
framers of the canon [here] committed a serious blunder. All the worst and
most unpleasing features of Judaism are here displayed without disguise.”35

Although some might argue that in Cornill’s comments on Esther “all
the worst and most unpleasing features” of German Protestant biblical
scholarship are “displayed without disguise,” by the end of the nineteenth
century, as we have seen, such evaluations of the book had become stan-
dard in the Anglo-American world as well. It must also be acknowledged
that there were also some German Jews who, like Claude Montefiore later
in the nineteenth century, expressed deep misgivings about the book of
Esther and the holiday with which it was linked. Abraham Geiger
(1810-1874), the great scholar and reformer, not only expressed doubts
about Esther’s historicity, but also described it as “lacking in taste and
morality” ( geschmack-und gesinnunglos).36 This went hand in hand with
his sense, as early as 1861, that “Amalek and his alleged descendant
Haman can no longer instil in our hearts the same aversion” that they
could in earlier times.3”

ESTHER AND ETHICS

Early in the twentieth century the British Baptist Thomas Davies, who
had earned his doctorate in Leipzig, pointed, as had many German schol-
ars, to the presence throughout the book “of a low ethical standard . . . .
Nothing seems wrong if only it furthers the advancement of the Jews.”
One reflection of the book’s “low ethical standard,” according to Davies,

3¢E. F. Kautzsch, An Outline of the History of the Old Testament, trans. John Taylor (London
1898 [German original, 1897]), 131. On Kautzsch, sece C. T. Begg in DBI, 2:17.

35 C. H. Cornill, Introduction to the Canonical Books of the Old Testament, trans. G. A. Box
(New York, 1907 [ German original, 1891]), 257. On Cornill, see R. Smend, in DBI, 1:227.
Note also the remark by Hermann Gunkel (1862-1932) that the book “cannot be read by
a Christian or a non-Jew without great distaste.” Gunkel, What Remains of the Old Testa-
ment, and Other Essays, trans. A. K. Dallas (New York, 1928), 16.

36 A. Geiger, Nachgelassene Schriften ed. L. Geiger, 5 vols (Berlin 1875-1878), 170; Bicker-
man, Four Strange Books, 217. The volume reference given by the latter (ibid., 239n56) is
incorrect, and I thank Jay Harris for providing me with the correct one. I have also trans-
lated Geiger a bit more literally than had Bickerman.

37 Geiger, “Nothwendigkeit und Maas einer Reform des jidischen Gottesdientes,” (1861)
reprinted in Geiger, Nachgelassene Schriften 1:203-29. See especially 209, 223.
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was Esther’s concealment of her Jewish identity at Mordecai’s behest
[Esther 2:10, 20], after being brought to the king’s palace to compete in
the royal beauty contest after proud Vashti’s deposal. “To have been
known as Jewish must at the time . . . have meant some disadvantages,” he
charitably conceded,” and to “have concealed these things from the king,
the eunuchs, and her rivals required extraordinary adroitness.” Nonethe-
less, doing so exhibited, in his view, “but little steadfastness of principle
on the part of Esther or her cousin [ Mordecai].”38

Needless to say, at the time that Davies was writing his commentary on
Esther, elements of British society—and of Europe as a whole—were
experiencing considerable uneasiness at the prospect of contemporary
Jews who were utilizing sometimes “extraordinary adroitness” in order to
hide their origins and “pass” as members of polite society. In 1910, the year
after which his commentary appeared, the narrator of G. K. Chesterton’s
novel The Ball and the Cross reflected on two types of Jews—those who
changed their names and those who did not. “For though there are no
hard tests for separating the tares and wheat of any people; one rude but
efficient guide is that the nice Jew is called Moses Solomon and the nasty
Jew is called Thornton Percy.” A year later, in an address to London’s
West End Jewish Literary Society Chesterton (1874-1936) distinguished
between the “broad-minded Jew” and his more likeable “narrow-
minded” co-religionist: the former was “a difficulty and an offence in
Europe,” but “the narrow-minded Jew was an excellent fellow, whom one
admired and regarded with an amount of veneration as one did any other
great relic of antiquity, such as the pyramids.”?® And within a decade
T. S. Eliot would invoke the specter of “Rachel née Rabinovich,” the
Jewish femme fatale who “tears at the grapes with murderous paws.”40 In
the early twentieth century Jews were widely perceived as more pernicious
when their identity was less obvious—a judgement with which Haman
himself would certainly have concurred.

READING ESTHER AFTER THE RISE OF NAZISM

Although Hitler, who was widely associated with Haman, proved more
successful in his genocidal plans than the latter, the Holocaust had little
effect on the treatment of Esther by Christian scholars in the years imme-
diately after World War II. In the late 1940s the Danish scholar Aage

38 Davies, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, 318.

39 Bryan Cheyette, Constructions of “the Jew” in English Literature and Society: Racial Rep-
resentations, 1875-1945 (Cambridge, 1993), 181.

40 Tbid., 250-51.
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Bentzen described the book as “a very unpleasant example of how perse-
cutions and suppressions have poisoned the soul of a nation,” and approv-
ingly quoted Luther’s negative judgment. Bentzen, who had been
Professor of Theology at the University of Copenhagen since 1930, also
considered it “morally unsound” that Esther “conceals her nationality
[Esther 2:10, 20] and so secures her high position [as queen] or at least
avoids an unpleasant handicap”#!—that handicap, of course, being anti-
Semitism.#2 A similar criticism of Esther’s dishonesty had been leveled in
1898 by the Dutch scholar Gerrit Wildeboer who had described her as
having been “worldliwise but not honorable.” The latter, however, has
been taken to task by the American scholar Carey Moore, who wrote that
“Wildeboer’s observation . . . is rather unfair, and fails to take into con-
sideration the complexity of life in the Golah.”43

The “Golah,” a Hebrew word that occurs in the book of Esther (2:6),
is the Exile—or, to use a Greek word, Diaspora—where life has indeed
been complex and where Jewishness, as some readers might remember,
has often constituted what Bentzen so gingerly called “an unpleasant
handicap.” It was one thing for Wildeboer in the late nineteenth century
to criticize Esther for concealing her identity, but for a Danish scholar to
do so shortly after his country emerged from four years of Nazi occupa-
tion required considerably more obtuseness. Such obtuseness, however,
was hardly in short supply among European Bible scholars both during
and after World War II.

In 1937, four years after Hitler’s rise to power, the German scholar
Wilhelm Vischer saw the book of Esther as presenting “the Jewish ques-
tion in the sharpest form.” Although in his own view the “answer” was
provided by the cross, which linked Haman and Jesus and which, he
asserted, could establish “peace, instead of deadly hatred, between Jew
and non-Jew,”44 other Christian scholars continued to carelessly condemn
the book of Esther for its nationalism and vindictiveness. In that same year
Henry Wheeler Robinson, a Baptist divine and reader in biblical criticism
at Oxford, described the book of Esther as “an exaltation of nationalism
at its worst,”#> and the Methodist scholar W. L. Northridge saw it as

41 Bentzen, Introduction to the Old Testament, 2:194. There was no change in the second edi-
tion published in 1952. On Bentzen (1894-1953), see A. S. Kapelrud in DBI, 1:122.

42 On Mordecai’s motives in commanding Esther to keep her identity secret, see Fox,
Character and Ideology, 32-33.

43 G. Wildeboer, Das Buch Esther (Tiibingen, 1898), 181; Moore, Esther, 28. On Wildeboer,
who was a professor of Old Testament at Groningen between 1884-1907, see S. J. DeVries
in DBI, 2:645.

4#4W. Vischer, Esther (Munich, 1937), 14, quoted in J. D. Levenson, “The Scroll of Esther
in Ecumenical Perspective,” JES 13 (1976): 441.

45 H. W. Robinson, The Old Testament: Its Making and Meaning (London, 1937), 74.
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revealing “Jewish vindictiveness at its worst” and as “setting the contrast
between unworthy elements in Judaism and the Christian spirit of love to
all.” Claude Montefiore, who, as we have seen, had many reservations
about the moral message of the book of Esther, nonetheless replied
sharply (but politely) to his Methodist colleague in the monumental Rab-
binic Anthology, which he published (with Herbert Loewe) shortly before
his death in 1938: “There is a good deal of glass in both our houses,”
wrote Montefiore. “We had better not throw stones at one another.”#¢

His co-editor Loewe, who had succeeded Israel Abrahams as reader in rab-
binics at Cambridge, was a bit more forthright, although his bluntness was
tastefully relegated to a footnote. “What seems so terrible in Dr. Northridge’s
arguments,” Loewe remarked, “is the fact that they were written in 1937,
when current events should have taught him to take a different view.” In the
best tradition of the Oxbridge debating hall, he then posed a rhetorical ques-
tion: “Let us assume that the Book of Esther ‘typifies Jewish vindictiveness at
its worst” . . . shall we then go on to say that Hitler’s barbarity typifies ‘Chris-
tian vindictiveness at its worst’?” As far as the contemporary relevance of the
book was concerned, Loewe ventured to say that “if we take the description
of the events narrated [in Esther] at face value, we have a situation not very
different from that which confronts Jews in Germany today.”47

Even during the darkest years of the Holocaust, as we have already seen,
German scholars such as Johannes Hempel continued unequivocally to
condemn the vengeful spirit of the book of Esther. In 1940 Paul Heinisch,
a Silesian-born Catholic scholar who was teaching in the Netherlands, pub-
lished a German book on Old Testament theology which appeared in En-
glish a decade later, blessed with the Benedictine order’s stamp of approval.
In his book, which was reprinted (with the same order’s imprimatur) in
1955, Heinisch grumbled that in Esther “Christian sensibilities are gravely
wounded at the joy which the Jews showed when they were enabled to
revenge themselves upon their enemies,” adding that “here the Old Testa-
ment is definitely inferior to the New Testament.”#8 In 1957 Artur Weiser,
who had taught at the University of Tiibingen since 1930, was still able to
state that Luther’s condemnation of the book “is a testament to the impar-
tial clarity of the Christian verdict.”4?

46 For the quotation from Northridge and Montefiore’s response, see A Rabbinic Anthology,
ed. C. G. Montefiore and H. Loewe (London, 1938), 614-15.

471bid., 679-80.

48 Paul Heinisch, Theologie des Alten Testaments (Bonn, 1940), 182; idem, Theology of the Old
Testament, trans. W. G. H. Heidt (Collegeville, Minn., 1950, 1955), 215. On Heinisch
(1878-1956), see C. T. Begg in DBI, 1:491.

49 Artur Weiser, Introduction to the Old Testament, trans. by D. M. Barton (on the basis of
the 4th German ed., 1957) (London, 1961), 313. On Weiser (1893-1978), see H.-D. Neef
in DBI, 2:626-27.
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Not long afterward, Ernest Sellin’s classic Introduction to the Old Tes-
tament was reissued—“completely revised and rewritten”—by Georg
Fohrer. In the original edition Sellin, who taught at the University of
Berlin from 1921, had referred to the “exclusive fanatical spirit” which
animates the book of Esther, but which—he charitably conceded—could
be excused “to a certain extent . . . by the equally fanatical persecution of
the Jews.” In Sellin’s view, the book showed “the direction which was
taken by the natural development of the Jewish mind; and how wide was
the departure” by the time of its composition “from the path pointed out
by . .. the prophets.”5% This, of course, according to the by then standard
theological narrative of Protestant biblical scholarship,5! made necessary
the coming of Christ. Sadly, however, Sellin, who became an opponent of
Hitler, was eventually forced by the direction taken by (what some might
call) the “natural development of the German mind” to forfeit his emer-
itus status at the University of Berlin, where Johannes Hempel, not sur-
prisingly, had no trouble maintaining his post.

When Sellin’s Old Testament introduction was reissued (in German) by
Fohrer in 1965, it still described the book of Esther as “the product of a
nationalistic spirit, seeking revenge upon those that persecute the Jews.”
And that nationalistic spirit was portrayed, moreover, as having “lost all
understanding of the demands and obligations of Yahwism, especially in
its prophetical form.”52 The Christian subtext of Fohrer’s remarks may be
better understood by citing a passage from his essay on “The Jewish
Question and Zionism,” in which he argued that the latter was not a
solution to the former:

With the advent of the New Covenant, the Old Covenant is outdated. Chris-
tian revelation, on the other hand, is eternally young. But, with its coming,
the existence of those who prepared it [the Jews] has lost any real meaning.
Itis in a sense paradoxical that the Old Testament people of God, despite this
obsolescence, should continue to exist simultaneously with the people of the
New Testament.53

50 E. Sellin, Introduction to the Old Testament, trans. W. Montgomery (London, 1923
[German original, 1912]), 231-32.

51 For a dissenting Catholic perspective, see, for example, Johannes Schildeberger O.S.B.,
Das Buch Esther (Bonn, 1941), 47.

52 Sellin, Introduction to the Old Testament, “completely revised and rewritten by Georg
Fohrer,” trans. D. E. Green (Nashville, 1968), 255. Fohrer’s German original had appeared
in 1965, and the English translation was reprinted in 1976. On Sellin (1867-1946), sce
W. Thiel in DBI, 2:453-54; on Fohrer, see A. Siedlecki. Ibid., 1:401-402.

53 G. Fohrer, “Die Judenfrage und der Zionismus,” in Fohrer, Studien zur alt-testamentlichen
Theologic und Geschichte, 1949-606 (Berlin, 1969), 44, quoted by Charlotte Klein, Anti-Judaism
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“If,” to quote again the words of Esther herself (Esther 7:4), “we had
been sold merely as slaves . . . I would have held my peace,” but Professor
Fohrer has determined that “with the advent of the New Covenant,” the
existence of those who brought the (now obsolete) religion of prophetic
Yahwism to the world “has lost any real meaning.” One can certainly
understand why a former denizen of the Third Reich might be made
especially uncomfortable by a “nationalistic spirit seeking revenge upon
those that persecute the Jews,” but it also took considerable chutzpah for
a scholar of Fohrer’s background to continue to demean the book of
Esther for “having lost all understanding of the demands and obligations
of Yahwism.” To those who insist on evaluating the book of Esther
through the refracting glass of the Gospels, perhaps the best advice has
recently been given by the British scholar D. J. Clines, who has sagely
written that “the undoubted ‘Jewishness’ of the book is something it
shares with the whole of the Old Testament; if that is an ‘offence’ in
Christian eyes, it is a stumbling block that must be surmounted before any
part of the Old Testament is appropriated for Christian use.”5%

Clines may have been alluding to criticisms of Esther found not only
in the writings of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholars, but
also in those of his own older contemporaries. In The Growth of the Old
Testament, first published in 1950, Harold Rowley of the University of
Manchester—who had served as a Baptist missionary in China during the
1920s—asserted that the book “breathes a spirit of intense nationalism,”
an allegation that remained unchanged in both the second (1958) and
third (1967) editions of his influential work.>> Rowley, who was professor
of Semitic languages at Manchester between 1945-1959, was co-editor
(for the Old Testament) of the second edition of Peake’s Commentary on
the Bible, for which he selected his former colleague Laurence Browne,
who had since become Vicar of Highbrook (in Sussex), to write the com-
mentary on Esther. Browne had spent several years in the 72/ (teaching in
Lahore during 1930-1934), and had later been professor of comparative
religion at Manchester (1941-1946) and professor of theology at Leeds
(1946-1952) before accepting the vicarage at Shadwell, near Leeds,
where he served until moving to Highbrook.5¢ There is no record,

in Christian Theology, trans. E. Quinn (London, 1978), 8. For other choice passages from
Fohrer’s writings, see Klein, Anti-Judaism, 16-18, 42-45.

5¢ Clines, Ezra, Neheminh, Esther, 256.

55 H. H. Rowley, The Growth of the Old Testament (London, 1950), 154. The first and sec-
ond editions were cach reprinted at least twice, and the third in 1969. On Rowley
(1890-1969), see R. E. Clements in DBI, 2:423-24.

56 All information on Browne, who was born in 1887, is taken from the British edition of
Who’s Who 1981, 340—41.
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however, of his ever having any published anything on Esther until his
1962 contribution to the new Peake’s Commentary on the Bible, which is
perhaps best described as “over the top.”

“The Book of Esther,” wrote Browne by way of introduction, “occu-
pies the same place in sacred scripture as the villainous rogue in a story or
play which has been written with a moral purpose.” Both Gentiles and
Jews, he claimed, “are represented in the story as actuated by the basest
motives of pride, greed, and cruelty,” and the book’s only useful place in
the Bible “is as a picture of unredeemed humanity.” Moreover, the “ultra-
nationalist” book, Browne asserted, contained “no noble character,” not
even Mordecai, who “only thought of personal advancement.” The lat-
ter’s reason for refusing to bow before Haman, “though not explicitly
stated,” was “evident” according to Rev. Browne “from the whole tone
of the book: Haman, the enemy of the Jews, was typical of all Gentiles,
only fit for destruction.”’” Less than two decades after the Holocaust a
Cambridge-educated Anglican vicar and former university professor was
thus able to perversely present Mordecai as a Jewish proto-Hitler, for
whom “all Gentiles” were fit only “for destruction.”

Ironically, in his 1919 commentary on Esther for the original Peake’s
Commentary on the Bible, Archibald Duff trenchantly observed that “the
literature on the book, while for the most part valuable, is marred by
anti-Semitic prejudice which passes too unfavourable a judgement on the
Jews.” Duft, a Scottish scholar who a decade earlier had published a
History of Old Testament Criticism, expressed admiration for the stress
by Esther’s author—whom he believed to be a contemporary of the
Maccabees—upon the Jews’ strict abstention from taking any booty,
which added, he felt, “a touch of fine national self-respect.” It was also
an indication, according to Duft, of “what sort of society Jesus arose
among, and sought to bless.”>® Duff clearly shared with many of the
scholars whose views of the book he courageously condemned as
“marred by anti-Semitic prejudice” a propensity to impose upon it a
Christian perspective—one which, as we have seen, was accepted, even in
“critical” biblical scholarship, for many decades.

ESTHER IN AMERICA

In his survey of The Jewish Scriptures (1896) Amos Kidder Fiske, a Harvard-
educated journalist who wrote for the New York Times, informed his
readers that the book of Esther was “saturated with pride of race in its
most offensive guise,” and asserted confidently that there was “surely

57 Browne, “Esther,” 381-85.
58 Duff, “Esther,” 336, 339-40.



THE BOOK OF ESTHER 41

nothing” in it “of the spirit of Christianity, or even of the better spirit of
Judaism.”5? Less than a decade later John Edgar McFadyen, then profes-
sor of the Old Testament at Knox College in Toronto, published an Intro-
duction to the Old Testament (1905) in which he described the book of
Esther as characterized by “aggressive fanaticism and fierce hatred of all
that lay outside of Judaism.” Although McFadyen, who had been edu-
cated at Oxford and Glasgow, recognized the book’s “attractive literary
qualities,” these, he asserted, “cannot blind us to its religious emptiness
and moral depravity.” The book’s considerable popularity, he felt, was due
primarily “to the power with which it expresses some of the most charac-
teristic, if almost odious, traits of Judaism.” A decade later, in his Old Tes-
tament and the Christian Church, McFadyen referred to the “violent and
revengeful temper” of Esther, which could “only be condemned and
deplored by the Christian conscience.”0

Similarly, in The Interest of the Bible (1922), published after his return
to Scotland, where he became a professor at the United Free Church
College in Glasgow, McFadyen saw the book of Esther’s “sanguinary
temper,” like Samson’s dying prayer for vengeance upon the Philistines,
as “separated by a whole moral world from the dying prayer of Jesus for
forgiveness upon his enemies.”®! In The Approach to the Old Testament
(1926) McFadyen returned once more to the book of Esther, citing
approvingly the opinion of the American Bible scholar Lewis Paton that
Esther’s request from Ahasuerus for a “second butchery” shows “a malig-
nant spirit of revenge more akin to the teaching of the Talmud than to the
teaching of the Old Testament.”®2 Paton, who taught at the Hartford
Theological Seminary, had cited the view of Maimonides that in the
Messianic era all non-Pentateuchal books of the Bible would become
obsolete except for Esther, but asserted unequivocally that “with this ver-
dict of late Judaism modern Christians cannot agree. The book is so con-
spicuously lacking in religion that it should never have been included in
the Canon of the O.T.” Paton claimed, moreover, that there was “not one
noble character in this book,” adding for good measure that “the verdict
of Luther is not too severe.”¢3

39 A. K. Fiske, The Jewish Scriptures: The Books of the Old Testament in the Light of their Ori-
gin and History (London, 1896), 343—45. On Fiske (1842-1921), see J. D. Wade in DAB,
6:416-17.

60 McFadyen, Introduction, 310-11, 315; McFadyen, OIld Testament and the Christian
Church (New York, 1915), 309.

61 McFadyen, The Interest of the Bible (London, 1922), 22. He also referred in that work to
the “peculiarly unlovely and indeed repulsive form” that the assertion of “national individ-
uality” took in that book (113).

62 McFadyen, The Approach to the Old Testament (London, 1926), 141; Paton, Esther, 287.
63 Paton, Esther, 96-97.



42 CHAPTER ONE

In 1912 Hinckley Mitchell, an ordained Methodist minister and pro-
fessor at Tufts College, published The Ethics of the Old Testament, in which
he castigated Esther for “paying the [sexual] price of her cousin’s
advancement”—a subject to which we shall return in the next chapter.
Worse, however, in Mitchell’s view was her request from Ahasuerus, in the
book’s penultimate chapter (Esther 9:13), for a second day of Jewish
revenge and the hanging of Haman’s sons. “There are many ‘hard say-
ings’ in the Old Testament,” wrote Mitchell, “but for malice and cruelty
there is none that is more abhorrent to the humane reader than this heart-
less petition.”64

Two years later, in The Religion of the Hebrews, Rev. John Peters of
St. Michael’s (Episcopal) Church in New York, who like Mitchell had
pursued graduate study at the University of Leipzig, described Esther as
representing “the extreme narrow school of Judaism,” and as exhibiting
a particularly “bitter hatred of foreigners.”%> Peters’s book, it may be noted,
was reprinted, without change, by Harvard University Press in 1932. Six
years earlier Columbia University Press had published Julius Bewer’s The
Literature of the Old Testament in Its Historical Development as part of its
renowned (and widely used) “Records of Civilization” series. Bewer, a
German-born professor at New York’s Union Theological Seminary,
described the Jews of the Persian period, whose world, he believed, was
reflected in the book of Esther, as characterized by “clannishness and reli-
gious arrogance, which had found expression in the insistence on the
exclusive character of the Jewish race and its destiny as ruler of the world.”
And the book itself, he asserted, was dominated by a “spirit of hate and
revenge,” which explained its popularity during the Maccabean period
when “the jingo spirit became prevalent.”06

“Jingoism,” a term which originated with the blustering patriotism of
those who had sought to push Britain into war with Russia in the late
1870s, was again on the rise in Europe of the 1920s, finding expression,
for example, in the assassination of Germany’s (Jewish) foreign minister
Walter Rathenau in 1922—the same year in which Bewer, who had earned
his Ph.D. at Columbia, was awarded another doctorate (in Theology) by
the University of Gottingen. Four years later, upon the publication of The
Literature of the Old Testament in Its Historical Development, he was made

64 Mitchell, Ethics, 373-74. On Mitchell (1846-1920), an 1873 graduate of Wesleyan who
carned his doctorate at Leipzig in 1879, see R. H. Pfeiffer in DAB, 13:47-48.

65 J. . Peters, The Religion of the Hebrews (Boston, 1914), 23-24. On Peters (1852-1921),
who had been ordained in 1877 and studied in Berlin and Leipzig during the years
1879-1883, sece M. P. Graham in DBI, 2:274-75.

66 J. A. Bewer, The Literature of the Old Testament in its Historical Development (New York,
1926), 302-7. On Bewer (1877-1953), see ]J. M. Bullard in DBI, 1:125-26.
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an honorary member of the same German university, few of whose faculty,
one assumes, took offense at his reference in that work to the “clannish-
ness and religious arrogance” of the ancient Jews. Bewer’s book was
reprinted without change (by Columbia University Press) in 1933.

One would perhaps have thought that the events in Europe between
1933 and 1945 would have chastened some of the criticisms of the book
widely considered (by non-Jews) to be the “most Jewish” in the Old Tes-
tament. This, however, was hardly the case in Mary Ellen Chase’s The
Bible and the Common Reader (1944 ), which she graciously dedicated to
her “students at Smith College who have enjoyed with me the reading
and study of the King James Bible.” Chase, a writer of both fiction and
nonfiction previously best known for her novels about sea-faring families
in her native Maine, expressed distaste for “the atmosphere of hatred and
lust for blood which runs throughout” the book of Esther, in which “a
narrow and fanatical patriotism everywhere takes the place of religious
feeling.”¢” Although Chase was hardly a respected Bible scholar, her pop-
ular book (a second edition of which appeared in 1960) undoubtedly
did much to perpetuate the pernicious view of Esther that had become
standard in America since the late nineteenth century.

In 1946, two years after the initial appearance of Chase’s aforemen-
tioned work, Mortimer Cohen, who was rabbi of Philadelphia’s Beth
Shalom Synagogue, published Pathways through the Bible. His volume was
an official project of the Jewish Publication Society of America, intended
“primarily for the young,” though it was believed that “adults will find in
it interest, instruction, and enjoyment.” Cohen had been ordained at New
York’s Jewish Theological Seminary in 1919, and the volume of biblical
selections he edited was approved by a broad committee consisting of rep-
resentatives not only of that institution and its allied (Conservative) Rab-
binical Assembly, but also of the (Reform) Hebrew Union College and its
allied Central Conference of American Rabbis, B’nai B’rith, and the
National Council of Jewish Education. In his forward Cohen expressed
the hope that the “general reader, as well as the teacher, will find here
those classic passages of the Holy Scriptures which combine both literary
beauty and the enduring ethical and religious values of Judaism.”¢8

One may presume that it was in the interest of the latter that Rabbi
Cohen had the king’s decree, in the eighth chapter of Esther, grant the
Jews the right only “to gather together and protect their lives,” whereas
the biblical original informs us, as noted above, that they were also granted
the right to “destroy, to slay, and to annihilate any armed force . . . that
might attack them, with their children and women” [Esther 8:11]. Cohen,

67 Chase, Bible, 200-201. In the revised edition of 1960 none of these words was changed.
68 M. J. Cohen, ed., Pathways through the Bible (Philadelphia, 1946), x.
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who in his introduction to Esther had referred to the similarities between
ancient and modern anti-Semitism, informed his readers that “on the four-
teenth day of the month of Adar the Jews rested and made it a day of feast-
ing and rejoicing,” but even some of the younger ones must have asked
themselves what the Jews were joyously resting from. The answer, of course,
could be found in the (uncensored) book of Esther itself (9:5-16), where
it was reported that the Jews of Shushan had over two days, killed eight
hundred men, and “the other Jews who were in the king’s provinces . . .
slew seventy-five thousand of those who hated them.”¢?

Not all American-Jewish authors of the postwar period were as eager as
Cohen to suppress the number of casualties reported in the book of
Esther. In A Treasury of Jewish Holidays (1952), Hyman Goldin found
room in his summary of the book’s plot to inform readers both of the
eight hundred casualties in Shushan and that elsewhere “the Jews with the
help of the king’s officers killed seventy-five thousand of their enemies.”70
Whereas Cohen was the rabbi of a well-heeled Conservative congregation
in Philadelphia, Goldin, who had emigrated to the United States from his
native Lithuania, was an Orthodox rabbi who lived in Brooklyn and led a
considerably less charmed life. He had served both as principal of two
Jewish schools in Borough Park and chaplain of the Great Meadow Prison
in Comstock, New York (1932-1947)—an experience that allowed him,
among his many other literary projects, to co-edit The Dictionary of
American Underworld Lingo (1950).7! Goldin seems to have understood
that attempts to keep sensitive information under wraps often led to the
lid being, sometimes unpleasantly, blown off.

From these two American rabbis, one Conservative and one Orthodox,
we may move, in conclusion, to their younger Reform colleague, Samuel
Sandmel, who was a highly respected biblical scholar. In a general survey
of the Hebrew Bible which he published in 1963, Sandmel, who was then
provost of the Hebrew Union College—Jewish Institute of Religion,
appended a personal postscript to his discussion of Esther:

If a personal word is not out of order, the Scroll of Esther seemed to me at
one time to have no place in Scripture, both because of its barbarity and what
seemed to me then its unreality. But Hitler was a Haman redivivus, and the
generation of those who were adults in 1932 discovered that the legends
about the age of Xerxes came to be a traumatic modern experience.”?

69 Ibid., 499-500, 509-11.

70H. E. Goldin, A Treasury of Jewish Holidays (New York, 1952), 125-26.

71 See the entry on Goldin in the 1973-1982 supplement to the Encyclopedia Judaica, 266.
72 Samuel Sandmel, The Hebrew Scriptures: An Introduction to their Literature and Religions
Ideas (New York, 1963), 504.
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Sandmel had graduated from the University of Missouri in 1932 and was
ordained at the Hebrew Union College four years later.”3 His formative
years as a rabbinical student took place under the shadow of Hitler’s rise
to power, and this experience still shaped his view of the book of Esther
some three decades later.- Yet by the time he published The Enjoyment of
Scripture in 1972, Sandmel had evidently reverted to his prewar position.
“On the affirmative side,” Sandmel wrote there, “the book [of Esther]
offers encouragement to a beleaguered community; on the negative side
it has a vindictive, even ferociously vengeful spirit in which retaliation
becomes possible and lamentably indiscriminate.” He then added: “I have
no fondness for the close of the book, which describes the slaughter of
foes.”7* Was it Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territories, the emergence
of the Jewish Defense League, Nixon’s bombing of Cambodia—or some
combination of these—that caused Sandmel to change his tune? Whatever
the case, it is clear that any attempt, whether Jewish or Christian, to res-
cue the book of Esther from opprobrium by making it newly relevant runs
the risk of reassigning it—when the winds of memory change direction—
to the bookshelf of barbarism.

73 On Sandmel (1911-1979), see M. J. Cook in DBI, 2:438.

74 Samuel Sandmel, The Enjoyment of Scripture (New York, 1972), 35-36. Sandmel made no
mention there of his earlier position in favor of the book, but he did assert: “I have else-
where written that I should not be grieved if the book of Esther were somehow dropped out
of Scripture” (44). It is not clear to which publication he was alluding.



2
A Pasr of Queens

On the seventh day, when the heart of the king was merry with
wine, he commanded . . . the seven eunuchs . . . to bring Queen
Vashti before the king with her royal crown, in order to show
the peoples and the princes her beauty; for she was fair to
behold. But Queen Vashti refused to come at the king’s command
conveyed by the eunuchs. At this the king was enraged,
and his anger burned within him.

(EsTHER 1:10-12)

OH, VASHTI, NOBLE VASHTI!

ID Vashti do the right thing? In his Exposition of the Old and New
Testament, first published in the early eighteenth century, the
English nonconformist divine Matthew Henry wrote that “per-

haps it was not her wisdom” to deny the king’s request, since “the thing
was not in itself sinful; and therefore to obey had been more her honour.”!
Later in that century the Calvinist preacher Thomas Scott (1747-1821)
also showed some understanding for Vashti’s reluctance to obey the king’s
immodest request, but asserted nonetheless that it had been “highly
imprudent . . . to persist in a refusal, which could terminate only in an
open contest and the most fatal effects.”? In nineteenth-century England,
however, more positive views of Vashti began to appear, from rather
diverse directions. In his History of the Jews, first published in 1829, Henry

1 Henry (1662-1714) suggested that perhaps Vashti had “refused in a haughty manner,” in
which case “it was certainly evil.” See Matthew Henry, An Exposition . . ., 7th ed., 2 vols.
(Edinburgh, 1767), 2:525.

2Thomas Scott, The Holy Bible . . . with Explanatory Notes, Practical Observations, and Copi-
ous Marginal References, 6 vols. (London, 1825), 2:4P. Scott’s Bible commentary had first
been published in 1788-1792.
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Hart Milman wrote admiringly of Vashti as having been motivated, in her
refusal, by “a better sense of her own dignity.”3 And Alfred Lord Ten-
nyson, who succeeded William Wordsworth as Poet Laureate in 1850, a
year after Milman, whose highly popular History of the Jews he may well
have read, became Dean of St. Paul’s, wrote:

Oh, Vashti, noble Vashti! Summon’d out
She kept her state, and left the drunken king
To brawl at Shushan underneath the palms.*

Tennyson’s contemporary Austin Holyoake, who, as we have seen, was
a leading figure in the British secularist movement, singled out Vashti as
the only “estimable or worthy character” in the entire book, who was
nonetheless punished for “possessing a virtue [modesty] which is univer-
sally admired among enlightened and refined people.”?

Although their American contemporary Harriet Beecher Stowe
expressed admiration for Esther as a woman whose “beauty and fascina-
tion were the moving power” in her people’s salvation, she also valued
Vashti’s brave refusal. “The story of Esther,” she wrote in 1873,

belongs to that dark period in Jewish history when the national institutions
were to all human view destroyed. The Jews were scattered up and down
through the provinces captives and slaves, with no rights but what their con-
querors might choose to give them. Without a temple, without an altar,
without a priesthood, they could only cling to their religion as a memory of
the past, and with some dim hopes for the future.6

Mus. Stowe, who was the daughter, sister, and wife of Protestant clergy-
men, certainly knew her Bible.” She had been married since 1836 to the bib-
lical scholar Calvin Ellis Stowe, author of, among other works, The Right
Interpretation of Sacred Scriptures (1853), which appeared shortly after
Uncle Tom’s Cabin had catapulted Mrs. Stowe to international fame through
its sensitive portrayal of the cruel world of slavery. Her depiction of the Jews
in the days of Esther and Mordecai, as “captives and slaves, with no rights
but what their conquerors might choose to give them” linked two of her pri-
mary areas of interest, but her discussion of the book of Esther (and its
eponymous heroine) was also linked to her interest in women and their
potential role in the modern world. “Every year the festival of Purim, in

3 Milman, History, 2:17.

4 The Works of Alfred Lord Tennyson: Poet Laureate (London, 1909), 184.

5 Holyoake, Esther, 2-3.

6 Stowe, Woman, 195.

7 Her father was the noted Presbyterian minister Lyman Beecher (1775-1863) and one of
her brothers, Henry Ward Beecher (1813-1887), a highly charismatic preacher and oppo-
nent of slavery, headed the Plymouth Congregational Church in Brooklyn.
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every land and country whither the Jews are scattered,” she wrote, “reminds
the world that the romance has been a reality and the woman whose beauty
and fascination were the moving power in it was no creation of fancy.”8

Yet Stowe also admired Vashti’s principled refusal. “If we consider the
abject condition of all men in that day before the king,” she wrote, “we
shall stand amazed that there was a woman found at the head of the Per-
sian empire that dared to disobey the command even of a drunken
monarch.” The drunken king’s request, Stowe asserted, was according to
then prevailing Oriental custom, an indecency as great as if a modern
husband should propose to his wife to exhibit her naked person.” Vashti,
therefore, “was reduced to a place where a woman deliberately chooses
death before dishonor.” Similarly Lyman Abbott, who in 1888 suc-
ceeded Stowe’s brother Henry Ward Beecher as leader of the Plymouth
Congregational Church in Brooklyn, expressed admiration for the “wom-
anly courage” of both Vashti and Esther. Stowe’s younger contemporary
Helen Hunt Jackson (1830-1885) wrote poems in praise of both Esther
and Vashti. Although the Amherst-born poet, who was a friend of Emily
Dickinson’s, praised Esther’s “dauntless heart, which knew no fear—not
even of king who slew at pleasure,” she had less regard for her personal
morality: “Thou heldest thy race too dear, thyself too cheap.” Vashti, in
this regard, was deemed more honourable:

How thou wert pure and loyal-souled as fair?
How it was love which made thee bold to dare
Refuse the shame which madmen would compel.10

Lyman Abbott was not the first American clergyman to praise Vashti’s
conduct. In 1875 the Methodist minister Milton Terry also praised the
deposed queen for refusing “to be treated as an ordinary concubine, and
to suffer her person to be immodestly exposed to the promiscuous crowd
of half-drunken revellers.”!! During the final decade of the nineteenth
century the Ohio Congregationalist clergyman Washington Gladden pub-
lished two popular books, Who Wrote the Bibler and Seven Puzzling Bible
Books. Gladden, a leading figure in the “Social Gospel” movement, saw
the book of Esther as representing “the perfect antithesis of the precepts

8 Stowe, Woman, 195.

9 Ibid., 197. On the close connection of both Calvin and Harriet Stowe to the Hebrew
Scriptures and ancient Israel see Edmund Wilson, “The Jews,” in Wilson, A Piece of My
Mind (Garden City, 1958), 90-92.

10 Abbott, Life and Literarure, 184, 191; Friedlander, Standard Book of Jewish Verse, 333,
336-37.

WM. S. Terry, Kings to Esther, in D. D. Whelan, ed., Commentary on the Old Testament,
vol. 4 (New York, 1875), 505. On Terry (1840-1914), see J. R. Tyson in ANB 21:464-65.
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and spirit of the gospel of Christ,” and suggested that it was chiefly useful
“as a dark background on which we may see more clearly the brightness
of the Christian morality.” He stressed that “the name of God is not once
mentioned in the book”—adding that “it seems like blasphemy to inti-
mate that the Spirit of God could have had anything to do with its com-
position.”12 Gladden also had a distinct preference for Vashti over her
successor. Between the two queens, he asserted, “Vashti is the character
which most demands our sympathy,” although the biblical author “seeks
to transfer our affection to Esther.”13

This rehabilitation of Vashti in Anglo-American culture, at the expense
not only of Esther but of virtually all the book’s other characters, continued
well into the twentieth century. “Not one of them, except Vashti, who pos-
sessed the courage of good convictions, is worth preservation,” sniffed Mary
Ellen Chase of Smith College in 1945. Chase saw the book’s other charac-
ters as “self-secking, designing, revengeful, and even cruel,” each of
whom (including Esther) “revolts us by his intolerance, his hatred, and his
ruthlessness.”!* Nearly two decades later the Anglican vicar Laurence
Browne, whom we also met in the previous chapter, claimed that in the whole
book there was no noble character, with the possible exception of Vashti.
Her refusal to appear before Ahasuerus was, in Browne’s view, “fully justi-
fied,” and has “for the reader,” he claimed, “the unhappy effect of remov-
ing so early from the stage the only character who commands his respect.”!5

WoMEN, WINE, AND BLOOD

Although she was admired by the Methodist Terry, the Congregationalist
Gladden, and the Anglican Browne, it has been among female feminists
that Vashti has found her most ardent fans. Lucy Chandler, one of the
contributors to Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s controversial Woman’s Bible
(1895-1898), praised Vashti for having “a higher idea of womanly dignity
than placing herself on exhibition as one of the king’s possessions,”
describing her as “the first woman recorded whose self-respect and
courage enable her to act contrary to the will of her husband . . . the first
‘woman who dared.”” Like Harriet Beecher Stowe before her, Chandler—
who, in addition to her feminism, was also a proponent of the twin

12 See W. Gladden, Who Wrote the Bible?: A Book for the People (Boston, 1891), 165-66;
Gladden, Seven Puzzling Bible Books (London, 1897), 73-96. On Gladden (1836-1918),
see J. H. Dorn in ANB 9:97-99; Dorn, “Social Gospel” in the Oxford Companion to United
States History, ed. P. S. Boyer (Oxford, 2001), 725-26.

13 Gladden, Seven Puzzling Bible Books, 81, 94-95.

14 Chase, Bible, 199.

15 Browne, “Esther,” 381-82.
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spiritual movements known as “New Thought” and “Spiritual Purity”—
saw both Esther and Vashti as heroines worthy of emulation: “Women as
queenly, as noble and as self-sacrificing as was Esther, as self-respecting
and as brave as was Vashti,” she wrote, “are hampered in their creative
office by the unjust statutes of men; but God is marching on; and it is the
seed of woman which is to bruise the head of the serpent.”16

In one of her own essays on the book of Esther, Elizabeth Cady Stanton
expressed her regret that “the [biblical] historian allowed Vashti to drop
out of sight so suddenly.” She speculated that perhaps as a result of
Vashti’s refusal to appear at the king’s banquet “she was doomed to some
menial service, or to entire sequestration in her own apartments.”!” The
rabbinic sages, however, had been in unanimous agreement, as Louis
Ginzberg noted, that Vashti had been executed,!8 and some Jewish illus-
trators, beginning in the middle ages, even depicted her as being executed
naked.!® This was rooted in the ingenious interpretation of the rabbinic
sages that Ahasuerus had commanded Vashti—whom they identified as
the granddaughter of Nebuchadnezzar—to appear on the seventh day of
his banquet, “with her royal crown”—but wearing nothing else. And this
was seen, no less ingeniously, as divine punishment for her having forced
Israelite maidens to work on the Sabbath while stripped naked.20

Like some of her British contemporaries, Stanton had serious reserva-
tions about the holiday of Purim, but these were connected less with the
spirit of savagery it allegedly celebrated than with the prominent role of
alcohol in its observance. Citing, not quite accurately, the talmudic opin-
ion (Megillah 7b) that “in the feast of Purim one may drink until he
knows not the difference between ‘cursed be Haman’ and ‘blessed be
Mordecai””—in fact, it was opined that one must drink until reaching that
lofty level of inebriation—Stanton expressed the suspicion that “the
thanksgiving feast of Purim has degenerated in many localities into the same
kind of gathering as the Irish wake.”2! Stanton’s contemporary, the London

16 The Woman’s Bible, ed. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 2 vols (1895-1898), 2:86-87, 92. On
Cady Stanton’s Bible and her various collaborators, see Kathi Kern, Mrs. Stanton’s Bible
(Ithaca, 2001).

17 Cady Stanton, Woman’s Bible , 2:90.

18 Ginzberg, Legends, 4:378-89, 428, 442, 445, 6:456-57.

19 See the La Biblin de Alba (facsimile, Madrid, 1992), 390b. Note also Abraham Karp’s
comment on the scene as depicted in the “Washington Megillah,” which seems to have been
illustrated in eighteenth-century Italy: “Vashti...as commentators suggest, was to have
appeared without clothes. She refused, but our artist complies.” See Karp, ed., From the Ends
of the Earth: Judnic Treasures of the Library of Congress (New York, 1991), 92.

20 See Ginzberg Legends, 4:374-76; 6:455-56; K. P. Darr, Far More Precious than Jewels:
Perspectives on Biblical Women (Louisville, 1991), 169.

21 Cady Stanton, Woman’s Bible, 2:90.
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3. Execution of Vashti, eighteenth century, Italy. From Isracl Museum
182/175. A similar image appeared in one of the Esther scrolls illustrated in early
seventeenth-century Ferrara by Abraham Pescarol (Jewish National and University

Library, Jerusalem). Courtesy of the Isracl Museum, Jerusalem.

Congregational minister Walter Adeney, also used his commentary on
Esther—particularly the opening scene of the king’s seven-day banquet—
as a vehicle for expressing his strong views about the vice of drunkenness:

The worst effect of this vice . . . is its degrading influence on the conduct and
character of men. It robs its victims of self-respect and manliness, and sends
them to wallow in the mire with swinish obscenity. What they would not
dream of stooping to in their sober moments, they revel in with shameless
ostentation when their brains are clouded with intoxicating drink.22

Consequently, the drunken king is driven to transgress “the most sacred
rules of Oriental etiquette” and the “seclusion of the harem is to be vio-
lated for the amusement of the king’s dissolute boon companions.” Sig-
nificantly, Adeney too suggested that Vashti might be seen as a
protofeminist. “Was it true modesty,” he asked, “that prompted her dar-
ing refusal, or the lawful pride of womanhood?” If it was indeed the lat-
ter, then all women, Adeney felt, “should honour Vashti as the vindicator
of their dues.” Yet, since Vashti too “gave a banquet for the women in the
palace” (Esther 1:9), he also allowed for the possibility that her reckless
refusal had no less been fueled by alcohol than had her husband’s despi-
cable demand:

Vashti had been feasting with the women of the harem when she received
the brutal request. Had she too lost her balance of judgement under the
bewitching influence of the wine-cup? Was she rendered reckless by the

22 Adeney, Ezra, Neheminh, and Esther, 364.
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excitement of her festivities? . . . Since one of the commonest results of intox-
ication is a quarrelsomeness of temper, it must be admitted that Vashti’s flat
refusal to obey must have some connection with her previous activities. In
that case, of course, something must be detracted from her glory as the
martyr of womanliness.

Adeney, who had spent many years at the pulpit, took advantage of the
opportunity provided by Vashti’s plight to remind his readers that it was
“unhappily . . . too frequently the case that, even in a Christian land,
womanhood is degraded by becoming the victim of intemperance,”
adding that “no sight on earth is more sickening.”

It was not only Vashti of whom Adeney was of two minds, but also her
successor. On the one hand he saw her as “a strong, unselfish woman” to
be admired for “conquering almost unsuperable tensions to a life of ease,
and choosing a course of terrible danger to herself for the sake of her
oppressed people.” Yet it also pained him to see “how the woman who
had saved her people at the risk of her own life pushed her advantage to
the extremity of a bloodthirsty vengeance.” In the end, he wrote, “we
must confess” that, despite her strength, courage, and unselfishness,
“Esther is not a Madonna,” and that “the heroine of the Jews does not
reach the Christian ideal of womanhood.”23

ESTHER AMONG CRYPTO-JEWS

Although Adeney considered Esther to be no Madonna she had indeed
been held up by medieval Christian moralists as a feminine model of dis-
dain for “worldly dress and finery” (Esther 2:15), whereas Vashti, in her
rejection of the king’s invitation, was seen as prefiguring the Synagoga
(Jews), who “invited to the faith [of Jesus], contemned the preaching of
the faith.”24 In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Esther became a hero-
ine to crypto-Jews (also known as comversos or Marranos) of Iberian
descent, first in Western Europe and then in the New World, who closely
identified with her as a Jew who—Ilike them—was obliged to keep her true
identity secret. It has also been reasonably suggested that the cult of
Queen Esther among crypto-Jews “may have been, at least in part, a
reaction . . . to their Catholic environment, with its exaltation of the

23 Tbid., 365-66, 383, 391.

24 D. O. Hughes, “Regulating Women’s Fashion,” in A History of Women in the West;
Volume 2: Silences of the Middle Ages, ed. Christiane Klapisch-Zuber (Cambridge, Mass.,
1992), 152; Sara Lipton, Images of Intolerance: The Representation of Jews and Judaism in
the Bible moralisée (Berkeley, 1999), 68.
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Virgin Mary.”25 Moreover, although Esther had concealed her Jewishness
during her first months in the king’s palace, according to both the Greek
Additions to Esther (C:26-28), which in the Latin Vulgate (used by
Catholics) had been incorporated into the biblical book itself, and the tal-
mudic rabbis (Megillakh 13a), she did her best to observe what she could.26

This too was characteristic of many crypto-Jews in both Iberia and
Latin America, who also created new rituals to compensate for those they
could observe only partially, or not at all. Eventually, it seems, a special
Marrano ritual was compiled, in which “Esther’s Prayer”—from the apoc-
ryphal Additions to Esther conveniently found in the Vulgate—with what
the Anglo-Jewish scholar Lucien Wolf described as “its pathetic avowal of
crypto-Judaism and its fierce denunciation of the persecutor and the hea-
then,” figured prominently. In 1525 a new-Christian residing in Spain’s
Canary Islands was asked by the local Inquisition “how many times he had
said the prayer of Queen Esther”—a question that had been put to him
since he was “known to have said that Queen Esther was born for the sal-
vation of many.”27 In late sixteenth-century Mexico a seventeen-year-old
female new-Christian had allegedly been able to recite “Esther’s Prayer”
(and other hymns) backward.28 At around the same time a Brazilian new-
Christian was charged by the local Inquisition with having said that “just
as the old-Christians are devoted to Saint Catherine of Sienna and other
Saints, the new-Christians are devoted to Queen Esther.”2?

Perhaps the clearest sign of that devotion was the observance of the
Fast of Esther, which in traditional Judaism was (and is) merely a minor
fast on the day before Purim (13 Adar). In what Cecil Roth pioneeringly
called “the religion of the Marranos,” however, in which fast days

25 M. A. Cohen, The Martyr: Luis de Carvajal, A Secret Jew in Sixteenth-Century Mexico
(Philadelphia, 1973), 97; On Marrano identification with the character of Esther, see also
Yerushalmi, From Spanish Court, 38, 112; A. S. Selke, The Conversos of Majorca: Life and
Death in a Crypto-Jewish Community in Seventeenth-Century Spain, trans. H. J. Maxwell
(Jerusalem, 1986), 17-18.

26 On the (Greek) Additions to Esther, see Moore, Esther, Ixiiii-Ixiv, 103-11; Moore,
“Esther, Additions to,” in D. N. Freedman, ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6 vols. (New
York, 1992), 2:626-33. On the degree of Esther’s religious observance, see also Ginzberg,
Legends 1:386-88.

27 Wolt, Canary Islands, xxiii, 63—64.

28 H. C. Lea, The Inquisition in the Spanish Dependencies (New York, 1908), 203; Roth,
Marranos, 186, 276. Contrast, however, Liebman, New World Jewry, 122.

29 On the veneration of Esther, see Gitlitz, Secrecy and Deceit, 117, 470; Andrea Zanardo,
“Il Criptogiudaismo portoghese. Una ipotesi antropologica,” in Lidentita dissimulatn:
Gindnizzanti iberici nell’ Euvopa cristiana dell’eta moderna, ed. P. C. Toly Zorattini (Florence,
2000), 356, 365.
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played—for both practical and penitential reasons—a particularly promi-
nent role, the fast was observed far more widely than Purim itself “with
an austerity,” wrote Roth, “unknown to traditional Judaism.”30 The dom-
inant feature of that “austerity” was the transformation of the Fast of
Esther from a single-day observance to a three-day affair, following the
example of Esther herself (Esther 4:16). In 1485 Rita Besante, a new-
Christian in Teruel (northeastern Spain) confessed that she had kept “the
three Fasts of Queen Esther,” and three years later a Spanish converso tes-
tified to the Inquisition that his grandmother had observed “a fast that
they call the day of Saint Haman [sic!]”—adding that she and her fellow
Jews believed that whoever kept that fast “will not die during the coming
year, because on a day like that God is sitting at your right hand.” In 1524
an edict promulgated in the Canary Islands against “the deadly law of the
Jews, as of the Moors,” had included among prohibited practices “keep-
ing the Jewish fasts . . . and especially the fast of Queen Esther, and the
chief fast” of Yom Kippur. In fact, a statistical study of the 86 Judaizers
sentenced in the 1593 auto-da-fé at Granada revealed that 33 percent of
the men and 25 percent of the women observed Yom Kippur, whereas
only 20 percent of the men but 25 percent of the women observed the
Fast (or Fasts) of Esther.3! Female identification with the biblical heroine
would seem to explain why as many Granadine conversas observed the
Fast of Esther as observed the solemn day of Yom Kippur.

Similarly, a young new-Christian residing in Pisa testified to the
Milanese Inquisition in 1625 that her mother, who had first been
denounced to the Inquisition seven years earlier by her teenage son (who
wanted to become a Capuchin monk), observed three fasts during the
year: those of Yom Kippur, the Ninth of Ab, and Esther.32 In colonial
Mexico of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the Fast was also
observed by new-Christians, especially females. Noteworthy is the case of
the celebrated Carvajal family, which emigrated to Mexico in 1580, and
whose most prominent member (Luis the elder) became governor of
Nuevo Leén. His niece Isabel Rodriguez Carvajal had a reputation as a
“great faster,” as was discovered by her brother Gaspar (a Dominican priest)
in February of 1586, when he came to visit his family in Pdnuco and

30 Roth, Marranoes, 100, 150, 171, 180-83, 188-91, 282 (for the quotation, sece 188);
Gitlitz, Secrecy and Deceit, 378 and index, s.v. “fasting.”

3LWolt, Canary Islands, 27; Gitlitz, Secrecy and Deceit, 43—44, 378-79. The study of the
1593 auto-da-fé (cited by Gitlitz) is that by M. A. Bel Bravo, El auto de fe de 1593: los
conversos granadinos de origen judio (Granada, 1988).

32 Lucia Frattarelli Fischer, “Cristiani nuovi e nuovi ebrei in Toscana fra cinque e seicento,”
135, in Ioly Zorattini, ed., L’identita dissimulnta; P. C. Ioly Zorattini, “Derekh Teshuva: La
via del retorno,” ibid., 233.
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found her observing a three-day fast, which “made her so weak she could
hardly speak.” Isabel, he later reported, came to the table for meals and
would put food in her mouth, but she would immediately remove it sur-
reptitiously and throw it under the table. She was arrested by the Mexi-
can Inquisition in 1589. During the previous year two of her other
brothers, Luis (the younger) and Balthasar, observed the Fast of Esther in
the home of a fellow crypto-Jew. In 1595 a witness reported to the local
Inquisition, which had been established in 1571, that he had heard Luis
informing a (Judaizing) priest about Yom Kippur and the Fast of Esther.
He was publicly burned at the stake a year later.33

In 1643, during his lengthy trial before the Mexican Inquisition,
Gabriel de Granada spoke of the Jewish education he had received from
his mother, Dofia Maria, and other female relatives, some of whose
Judaizing practices, including the observance of fast days, he had wit-
nessed. His mother, he reported, had taught him

that there are other fasts of the said law of Moses, and especially those of
Queen Esther, which they kept by eating, the previous evening at supper, fish
and vegetables and going the three following days without eating or drink-
ing anything, until the night of the last day, and that these fasts were kept by
such observers of the said law as pleased.34

The women of Gabriel’s family, on at least one occasion, took a “tag
team” approach to observing the gruelling three days of the fast of Esther,
which “were kept one time by his said mother and his grandmother . . .
and his two aunts, Margaret and Isabella, and they did not keep the three
together without eating during the whole of the three days, but some of
them the first day, and others the second and others the third.”35 As late
as 1691 the French-born crypto-Jew Fernando de Medina, who was
brought to Spain as a boy and later made his way to Mexico, was reported
by witnesses to own a prayer book and to have been observed fasting on
Yom Kippur and the Fast of Esther.3¢

During the late seventeenth century the latter fast was also alive and
well among the chuetas (crypto-Jews) of Majorca. When Juanot Cortes,
the member of a chueta family that included many accused Judaizers, was
jailed by the Inquisition in the late 1680s, he allegedly tried to convert his
cellmate, a baptized Moor. Cortes, the latter reported, taught him not

33 Arnold Wiznitzer, “Crypto-Jews in Mexico During the Sixteenth Century,” AJHQ 51
(1961-1962), 202; Cohen, The Martyr Luis Rodriguez Carvajal, 114, 128, 208, 316.

3¢ Adler, “Trial,” 16.

35 Ibid. See also 69, 72, 121.

36 Wiznitzer, “Crypto-Jews,” 250, 256-58, and Liecbman, New Spain, 62-63, 95, 261.
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only about the precepts of Judaism, but also about observing the Sabbath
and such fast days as Yom Kippur and the Fast of Esther, informing him
that for those who observed these devotional fasts “God would forgive all
their sins.”3” When, earlier in the seventeenth century, Leonor de Pina
confessed before the Portuguese Inquisition that she had observed the
Fast of Esther for three consecutive days “without eating if it was not
dark, or else eating things other than meat,” she also explained the bibli-
cal origins of the fast, which

was observed by Queen Esther when, at the order of Haman, the king
Ahasuerus decreed to massacre the Jews. Mordecai begged his niece Esther
to ask Ahasuerus to revoke the decree. She fasted three days, then went to
the king. The latter, though it was ordained that no one ask him anything,
kissed his scepter when he saw her, and upon her request, revoked the order
against the Jews and executed Haman.38

SIN AND SALVATION

Leonor de Pina knew Esther to be Mordecai’s “niece,” which is how the
Latin Vulgate, the version of the Bible used by crypto-Jews, had indeed
rendered their relationship (“filiae fratris sui”; Esther 2:7). The ancient
Greek Septuagint and the talmudic rabbis (Megillah 13a)—followed by a
host of Jewish exegetes—had seen the relationship, however, as one of
actual marriage. Moreover, as Barry Walfish has recently noted, according
to some of the rabbis, “the sexual relationship between Esther and
Mordecai continued even after she became queen.”? This view of Esther
as a bed-hopping beauty did not find its way, however, into Louis
Ginzberg’s rather puritanical Legends of the Jews, where her marriage
to Ahasuerus was presented, following the Zobar (I11:275b-76b), as
miraculously chaste: “God had sent down a female spirit in the guise

37 Selke, The Conversos of Majorca, 177-78. See also Baruch Braunstein, The Chuetas of
Majorca: Conversos and the Inquisition of Majorca (New York, 1936), 101-2. On the Fast of
Esther, see also Cyrus Adler, “Trial of Jorge de Almeida by the Inquisition in Mexico,”
PAJHS 4 (1896): 46; E. N. Adler., “The Inquisition in Peru,” PAJHS 12 (1904 ); H. C. Lea,
A History of the Inquisition of Spain, 4 vols. (New York, 1906), 2:565; Baron, SRH 13:36;
Charles Amiel, “Crypto-judaisme et Inquisition: La mati¢re juive dans les édits de la foi des
Inquisitions iberiques,” RHR 210 (1993): 152.

38 . S. Révah, “La religion d’Uriel da Costa, Marrane de Porto,” RHR 161 (1962): 68,
quoted (and translated) in Miriam Bodian, Hebrews of the Portuguese Nation: Conversos and
Community in Early Modern Amsterdam (Bloomington, Ind., 1997), 10.

39 B. D. Walfish, “Kosher Adultery? The Mordecai-Esther-Ahasuerus Triangle in Midrash
and Exegesis,” Prooftexts 22 (2002): 305-8.
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of Esther to take her place with the king.”#0 Leonor’s recollection that
Ahasuerus “kissed his scepter” when he saw Esther approaching (at
Mordecai’s behest) deviates from the biblical version that has her, perhaps
suggestively, touching the tip of the royal scepter.#! Her recollection may
have been inspired by the dramatically expansive treatment of the scene in
the Greek Additions to Esther (D:1-16), which she would have known
from their Latin translation in the Vulgate (Esther 15:4-19).

After the crypto-Jews, and due probably to their influence, Esther was
also regarded as a spiritual hero by adherents of the Sabbatian heresy in
the late seventeenth century, though less as a model for themselves than
for their “mystical Messiah,” Sabbatai Zevi, who in September of 1666
converted, under duress, to Islam.#2 Perhaps most prominent among
those believers who regarded the “Messiah,” after his apostasy, as having
followed in the footsteps of Queen Esther was Abraham (Miguel) Cardoso,
who had been born to a Castilian new-Christian family in 1627, and some
two decades later—together with his older brother Isaac (Fernando), who
like him was also a physician—openly embraced Judaism in Venice.*3 In a
letter that he wrote to his brother shortly after the 1666 apostasy, by
which time he had settled in Tripoli, Abraham described the perplexing
paradox of Sabbatai Zevi’s apostasy as akin to Esther’s sexual surrender to
Ahasuerus.

Similar to this is what happened to Esther, for through her a great deliver-
ance was accomplished in Israel. And certainly most of the ignorant must
have loathed her for having given herself to a gentile idolator in clear viola-
tion of the Torah, but the sages who knew this secret and recognized the
truth of the matter, did not regard her as a sinner, for it is said in the Talmud
“Esther was like the ground of the earth” meaning that had she not given
herself willingly she could have been raped.*

40 Ginzberg, Legends, 4:387-88, 6:460; Moore, Esther, 15, 20-21: Fox; Character and
Ideology, 30, 275-76.

41 Esther 5:2. On the “overt sexual innuendo” of this scene, see, among others, Celina
Spiegel, “The World Remade: The Book of Esther,” in Out of the Garden: Women Wri