WHY DID MORDECHAI REFUSE TO BOW?

Source 1: Megilat Esther Ch. 3
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1 After these things did king Ahasuerus
promote Haman the son of Hammedatha the
Agagite, and advanced him, and set his seat
above all the princes that were with him.

2 And all the king's servants, that were in the
king's gate, bowed down, and prostrated
themselves before Haman; for the king had
so commanded concerning him. But
Mordecai bowed not down, nor prostrated
himself before him.

3 Then the king's servants, that were in the
king's gate, said unto Mordecai: 'Why
transgressest thou the king's
commandment?’

4 Now it came to pass, when they spoke
daily unto him, and he hearkened not
unto them, that they told Haman, to see
whether Mordecai's words would stand; for
he had told them that he was a Jew.

5 And when Haman saw that Mordecai
bowed not down, nor prostrated himself
before him, then was Haman full of wrath.

6 But it seemed contemptible in his eyes to
lay hands on Mordecai alone; for they had
made known to him the people of Mordecai;
wherefore Haman sought to destroy all the
Jews that were throughout the whole
kingdom of Ahasuerus, even the people of
Mordecai.
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Source 2: Pesikta Zutarta Esther Ch. 3
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Source 5: Midrash Rabba Parsha 2
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Source 6: Commentary of Rav Moshe Alshich
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Source 7: Rabbi Yitzchak Etshalom
Mordechai Would Neither Kneel Nor Bow

The first approach taken by most is to fall back on a common misconception -
that Jews are bidden not to bow to any but God; this is patently untrue, as is
evidenced throughout Tanakh. Our greatest heroes and ancestors
prostrated themselves before allies, royalty, family members and
such. Avraham bowed to Ephron, Yaakov's sons to the viceroy of
Egypt, Moshe to Yitro -and, after Matan Torah, David to Yonatan, Avigail to
David - and so on, not to mention the many people who bow to kings (especially
to David). There is no prohibition to show respect, honor or gratitude to
another human being by bowing - the prohibition is exclusively one related to
idolatry.

There are, broadly, three approaches taken by Haza”l and later commentators
to explain Mordekhai’s refusal; as we will see, each is fraught with challenges
and difficulties.

The first, most famous approach, is related to the obligation to prefer a
martyr’s death “Al Kiddush Hashem” to idolatry; to wit, Mordekhai refused
to bow to Haman because, somehow, that act would constitute an act of
worship to a foreign god....

The difficulty with this general approach - that Mordekhai’s refusal was
anchored in concerns about idolatry - is really twofold. First of all, even if an
individual is bidden to suffer martyrdom rather than worship a foreign god, it
isn’t at all clear that he has the right to do so at the expense of other’s
lives; in other words, from the perspective of Halakhah, it isn’t an open-and-
shut case that one person has the right to make a martyr out of someone else.
In this case, Mordekhai not only put his own life on the line, but risked the
lives of all Jews in the world!



Secondly, and perhaps less dramatic yet far clearer - is the reality that
Mordekhai had a third choice - it wasn’t a question of “worship or die” -
there was also “quit”! Mordekhai was only directed to bow as a servant of
the court who worked in the government offices at the palace gates; if he were
to leave his post, he would no longer have to bow and thus save himself - and
everyone else - from the decree. True - after the decree was promulgated this
would not have helped - but there were a number of days after Haman got the
other members of the court to bow to him before Mordekhai was fingered by
his colleagues and Haman took notice of him (Esther 3:4). If the decree
involved some form of idolatrous obeisance, why not just quit the job?

Perhaps it is due to these difficulties that other answers have also been
proposed - in later Midrashic literature as well as by the Mefarshim - both
medieval and modern.

A popular version of one of them is found in Targum Sheni of Esther (of
Geonic provenance) wherein Mordechai and Haman are presented as
two generals in Ahashverosh’s army, dispatched with their armies to put
down a rebellion in India. Space does not permit us to present all the
fascinating details of the story, but in the end, Haman agrees to sell himself to
Mordechai as a slave and the bill of sale (the wording of which is presented, in
full, in the Aggadah) is written on Mordekhai’s leggings. Mordekhai, as such,
refuses to bow to Haman because he is Haman’s master; indeed, every time
Haman passes by while others are bowing, Mordekhai points to his leggings as
a not-so-subtle reminder of who owns whom. This approach, while
attractive, is even more difficult, as it means that Mordekhai is allowing
his personal sense of pride to endanger his own life and that of his
people.

There is yet a third approach found in the Midrashim...In truth, this
approach is a “spin” on the second; to wit, Mordekhai refuses to bow to
Haman because he (Mordekhai) is a descendant of Yaakov and he will not bow
to a descendant of Esav. When the Midrash challenges this on the grounds that
Yaakov and his sons did, indeed, bow to Esav ... Mordekhai’s response is
that he is a descendant of Binyamin who, being in utero at the time,
never did bow to Esav.

As noted earlier, any answer that is given will have to stand up to the fact that
Mordekhai continued to refuse to bow (even after the decree became public)
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and he did not simply quit the court but defiantly remained in place to make a
stand and refuse to bow. One might argue that he didn’t have the choice of
whether or not to quit - but, even if that is so (and there is nothing in our
knowledge of the Persian court to suggest that), he still should have taken
whatever consequences were waiting someone who quit rather than remain in
the court, day after day, defying the order and standing tall while everyone else

fell to their knees.

Source 8: Bereishit Ch. 39
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7 And it came to pass after these things,
that his master's wife cast her eyes upon
Joseph; and she said: 'Lie with me.’

8 But he refused, and said unto his
master's wife: 'Behold, my master, having
me, knoweth not what is in the house, and
he hath put all that he hath into my hand;

9 he is not greater in this house than I;
neither hath he kept back any thing from
me but thee, because thou art his wife.
How then can I do this great wickedness,
and sin against God?'

10 And it came to pass, as she spoke to

Joseph day by day, that he hearkened

not unto her, to lie by her, or to be with
er.

Source 9: Bereishit Rabba Parshat Vayeshev 87

%32 99N 121593 /9 YA )19 /9,09 0 G0 HN N9a295 1NN
DY QDY DX NIATI XN MY YOI, MY 1NN MY 1) YN by
DY) ,MON YNY XDY,01) DY PON DIINL M () INON) ,0P
90" (XD MYNXID) MY NN ,DNOR YOIV XD (/) INON/



DY NNIX NN NHNYIV DX T2NN 07 (N INON) HINYIV DX Y10
NN (Y /ANON/ DY), WY YTH2ININ WIADN ,PDTIID NN Q0N T
DY) YININ DY 2NN T2 OV 0 190 NP ) ©IDM WIadon
NN 259,190 D2 DY OOTIN IR INOX OVWM (N /ANON/
[N DY] 1N () /ANOR/ DY) 1D WX MWNN N25IN2
YNV XD, 1129 190 XIPM,TIAN PIAD XIPN ,1YN 2INI2
DN’ NNY NP KOV NNY NPNY 37IYA NINN 25U 7PON

N2> TONYD

Source 10: Rabbi Yitzchak Etshalom

Refusing To Heed “Day After Day”

When Mordekhai refused to bow to Haman, the other members of the court
pestered him as to why he was “transgressing the order of the king”. In 3:4, we
read that “as they spoke to him day after day, he refused to heed them” and that
caused them to tell Haman of his refusal (why Haman didn’t notice until now is
odd) “in order to see if Mordekhai’s words would stand”; but we have no idea
what those words were. We are also left a bit puzzled by the motivation of the
other members of the court to push the confrontation between Mordekhai and
Haman by informing the latter of the Judean’s non-compliance.

This unusual wording - “vay’hi K'omram elav yom vayom v’lo shama' is
found in only one other place in Tanakh - in the story of Yoseph in Egypt! When
Potiphar’s wife demanded that Yoseph “lie with her” and he wouldn’t give in,
she “spoke to him day after day, and he refused to heed her.” What was Yoseph'’s
stated and explicit reason for not giving in to his master’s wife’s seduction?
“Behold, my master, having me, knows not what is in the house, and he has put
all that he has into my hand; he is not greater in this house than [; neither has
he withheld anything from me but you, because you are his wife. How then can
I do this great wickedness, and sin against God?” (vv. 8-9). In other words,
having relations with his master’s wife would be a betrayal of the trust placed
in him (and her) by their common master - Potiphar!

Applying this explicit reason to Mordekhai - he is telling the other
members of the court that bowing to Haman would be an act of treason
towards Ahashverosh - who is the master over the entire “house”. To wit
- Mordekhai is accusing Haman of treason, maintaining that there never



was a royal order for the members of the court to prostrate themselves to
Haman; indeed, it would be an act of gross disloyalty to Ahashverosh for
them to show such obeisance to any but the king - that Haman made this
order up in order to start building support for his own planned revolt. This
would explain the motivation of the other members of the court to generate the
confrontation; they undoubtedly resented Haman and looked to Mordekhai to
“take him on”, lacking the courage themselves to do so. This also explains the
indeterminate phrase “lir'ot haya’am’du divrei Mordekhai” - to see if
Mordekhai’s words would “stand” - meaning, would his claim be confirmed and
would Haman thereby be brought down.

Source 11: Rabbi David Fohrman,
The Viceroy: Mordechai's Hidden Story

Suddenly, at that point, all the king's servants in the palace courtyards - they
would all start bowing to Haman,
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..because so the king commanded him...

..When the king commanded that all the servants of the king should bow to
Haman, exactly who did the king command?

...Here's the question: Who's 'him"?

It doesn't seem like it can be the servants of the King. They're a bunch of
people, and lo is a singular pronoun, it indicates the king was talking to only
one. Now, it could be that the text just isn't being precise - some
commentators, like Ibn Ezra, suggest that — but if the text is being precise,
what's it really implying with that singular pronoun? The only particular
person the king could have commanded about this would have been Haman
himself. So you'd have to read the verse this way: All the king's servants were
bowing to Haman... because so the king commanded... [Haman].

But now the obvious question is: Why was the decree issued to him? It doesn't
oblige Haman, it obliges everybody else!



Moreover, there's a second problem here: How did the courtiers know about
this decree? If the king really was talking just to Haman, that means Haman
himself was their only source of information. There's no way to independently
verify what he's telling them. And it makes you wonder: Were those courtiers
of the king really getting the whole story from Haman?

... Perhaps the Megillah is hinting that Haman is taking some liberties here;
he's going beyond the king's actual intent in some way. How so?

Well, evidently the king and Haman must have had some sort of conversation
in which the subject of bowing came up. The Megillah, it doesn't tell us exactly
what happened between Haman and the King in that conversation, but we can
perhaps imagine how that discussion might have gone:

Sire, [ really appreciate the promotion. Together, you and I shall bring order
to the Persian Empire. Just one tiny little thing that may have been overlooked
in all of the hullaballoo surrounding my advancement. You know, perhaps it
would be a good idea for the senior staff around here to show some deference
to me when I roam through the palace courtyards. After all, as Executive Vice
President of the Persian Empire, I really do represent the crown...

Look sire, we both know this isn't for me. I am just your humble servant, sitting
at the dust of your feet. But where I go, there goes the might of Persia. By
bowing to me whenever they see me, the other servants will be constantly
expressing their allegiance to the crown. Might this not be in the interests of
the Empire? In your interests, o' King?

Now, we don't know exactly what transpired, of course. But Haman may have
made some argument like that to the king, and the king might have bought it.
And, by the way, on some level, Haman might have bought it himself. Haman
might well have thought himself a loyal servant, just doing what's best for the
good of Persia. But in reality, his drive for power is getting the best of him. He
is engineering a power grab. He wants to be seen as the king.

And this seems like a good time to remember the Midrash about the idol
around Haman's neck. It may well be that this is what the Sages were talking
about, when they mentioned that idol. Because let's talk about the origins of
idolatry, for a minute. Idolatry, Rambam tells us, got its beginning when
people began to make an error - an understandable, but catastrophic,
mistake. God, they thought, was very abstract, it's hard to show honor



and deference to such an abstract being. So how could you best show
honor to God? People began to think: By honoring His servants. The sun,
it was a very powerful force created by God. If I bowed to the sun,
wouldn't that be a good way to honor the sun's creator? From there,
idolatry degenerated, and eventually people began to worship the sun as
the ultimate power and eventually forgot entirely about God - but
idolatry started with the mistaken notion that you could bow to the
servant and thereby honor the master. Well, that's Haman's essential
argument here: Bowing to him, the great second-in-charge to the king, is great
for the crown. In a deep way, what Haman is doing is nothing but the political
equivalent of idolatry: He is the second-in-charge who is seeking to be treated
like the king.

Source 12: Esther Ch. 2
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21 in those days, while Mordecai sat in
the king’s gate, two of the king’s
chamberlains, Bigthan and Teresh, of
those that kept the door, were wroth, and
sought to lay hands on the king
Ahasuerus.

22 And the thing became known to
Mordecai, who told it unto Esther the
queen; and Esther told the king thereof
in Mordecai’s name.

23 And when inquisition was made of the
matter, and it was found to be so, they
were both hanged on a tree; and it was
written in the book of the chronicles
before the king. {S}

Source 13: Megilat Esther Ch. 1
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10 On the seventh day, when the heart
of the king was merry with wine, he
commanded Mehuman, Bizzetha,
Harbona, Bigtha, and Abagtha,
Zethar, and Carcas, the seven



Nubivigioly) nyg\)) ,0279) chamberlains that ministered in the

7?’9‘3 9NN "-"37“!‘?’9
AYNYNY

,1’ presence of Ahasuerus the king,

"Db)ﬁ“l YPWVI-NN N’j—]j N 11 to bring Vashti the queen before

'mb:l---[bm %99

the king with the crown royal, to show
the peoples and the princes her

OMIYN J'ﬂN'\"lb J'n‘.')b)ﬂ beauty; for she was fair to look on.

NIV, M-NN DY)
NI NI

Source 13: Esther, Ch. 2
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Source 14: Commentary of Malbim on Megilat Esther, Ch. 3

Meir Leibush ben Yehiel Michel Wisser (March 7, 1809 - September 18, 1879), better known as the
Malbim (Hebrew: n™2%n), was arabbi, master of Hebrew grammar, and Bible commentator. The
name Malbim was derived from the Hebrew initials of his name. He used this acronym as his surname in
all his published works, and became known by it in common usage. Malbim's fame and popularity rest
upon his novel commentary to the Bible. His first published commentary was on Megillat Esther (1845),
followed by his commentary on most of the Hebrew Tanakhfrom then until 1876.

He ic referring to Source 1: The appointment and elevation of Haman

After these events: The commentaries explained
that after Achashverosh forgot that that Esther had
told him this in the name of Mordechai, and the king
very much wished to repay those who acted kindly
for him, and he did not find anything for which he
could re-pay Esther for saving him, thought that at
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least he could act kindly to the ministers that
advised him to choose Esther; the first one was
Mehuman, who advised him to seek young
maidens...and since he had forgot who revealed the
plot of Bigtan and Teresh, it was easy for Haman,
whose timing was right, to convince the king that he
was the one who reported it, and that’s why he was
promoted to such a high position.....this honor was
really due Mordechai, but it was God’s will that
temporarily it rested on the head of the wicked one
until the time came to return the crown to its true
owner.
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Source 15: Megilat Esther Ch. 3
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8 And Haman said unto king Ahasuerus: 'There is
a certain people scattered abroad and
dispersed among the peoples in all the
provinces of thy kingdom; and their laws are
diverse from those of every people; neither
keep they the king's laws; therefore it profiteth
not the king to suffer them.

9 If it please the king, let it be written that they
be destroyed; and I will pay ten thousand talents
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of silver into the hands of those that have the

charge of the king's business, to bring it into the
king's treasuries.'

Source 16: Malbim

It's astounding how a ruler could agree to annihilate
an entire nation for no crime at all, and even more
surprising is, after agreeing to this, how he could say,
“Who is the one who had the nerve to do such a
thing?” Was such a major decision not significant
enough for him to remember what he had done? And

PRYNY 0MNY HYIM 090 PPN XY NIN
NOD 9N, 0992 ©NPN RY Yy AndY MmN
NN PN ,NNT DY DODN INYYIL NNHPNI DN
120 INDND YN INX DT NI M ININD 7NN
N 1Y MY KD NI 51T 72751 )0 MWD
WYIN ON DN .NUY) DY IUN NN N

YO DY INNN TOW VITH NNRY MVYY



even if he did wickedly decide to do so, why did he
pour out his wrath on Haman?

And Haman said: It's clear that Haman deceived
Achashverosh in two matters: First, he did not tell
him who the nation was, because if Achashverosh
knew that they were the Jews, known as a wise and
understanding nation, he would never have listened
to his advice; so, too, regarding even another lowly
nation, had he said that he wanted to annihilate
them, he would not have listened to them. But
Haman, in his deceptiveness said, “there is one
nation, ie not famous, to the point where he could
not even give them a name, and since he wanted to
slander them saying that they are damaging to other
nations - through their belief system and approach
towards citizenship....It’s known that if a nation lives
in its own province, even if the nation is really lowly,
they won’t negatively impact neighboring nations;
and even if they do living among the other nations,
they’ll have separate towns...so the king should not
want to harm them. So what did Haman do? He
prefaced his words by saying that they are
dispersed, that they don’t have their own state, and
they are divided up, ie in the places they live, they
live amongst others, such that they can have a
major negative impact on others in beliefs - their
laws are different than those of other nations -
including three elements i) the difference between
theirs and others’ religions ii) religions often differ
in some of their foundational principles, but
practices are often similar; with their religion, there
are so many different laws that differ fundamentally
from other nations; iii) their religion separates them
from others in their food, dress, and
behavior...Regarding their citizenship, he said
“and they don’t do the king’s laws.” And from
them, all of the other nations are learning to rebel
against the king and his commands...It’s not worth
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letting them be at all, relative to the damage they are

causing

Here is a second deception: He did not tell him that
he wanted to annihilate them, but rather o7anb, the
simple meaning of which is to erase their national
framework, to assimilate them, to negate their
religion and force them to observe the religions of
the other nations...and Achashaverosh had no

intention to kill or destroy them...
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Source 17: Megilat Esther Ch. 3
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10 And the king took his ring from his hand,
and gave it unto Haman the son of
Hammedatha the Agagite, the Jews' enemy.

11 And the king said unto Haman: '"The
silver is given to thee, the people also, to do
with them as it seemeth good to thee.'

12 Then were the king's scribes called in
the first month, on the thirteenth day
thereof, and there was written, according
to all that Haman commanded, unto the
king's satraps, and to the governors that
were over every province, and to the
princes of every people; to every
province according to the writing
thereof, and to every people after their
language; in the name of king Ahasuerus
was it written, and it was sealed with the
King's ring.

13 And letters were sent by posts into all
the king's provinces, to destroy, to slay,
and to cause to perish, all Jews, both
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young and old, little children and
women, in one day, even upon the
thirteenth day of the twelfth month,
which is the month Adar, and to take the
spoil of them for a prey.

14 The copy of the writing, to be given
out for a decree in every province, was to
be published unto all peoples, that they
should be ready against that day.

15 The posts went forth in haste by the
king's commandment, and the decree was
given out in Shushan the castle; and the king
and Haman sat down to drink; but the city
of Shushan was perplexed. {S}

- Oral cummary of Malbim’e explanation of

firet party

- In Chapter five, Ecther approaches the King and invites him and Haman to the

the letterc that were cent out by Haman

Source 17: Esther Ch. 6
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1 On that night could not the king sleep; and
he commanded to bring the book of records of
the chronicles, and they were read before the
king.

2 And it was found written, that Mordecai had
told of Bigthana and Teresh, two of the king's
chamberlains, of those that kept the door, who
had sought to lay hands on the king
Ahasuerus.

3 And the king said: '"What honour and dignity
hath been done to Mordecai for this?' Then
said the king's servants that ministered unto
him: 'There is nothing done for him.'



I8N NI I ;INNT O 20D NN 1
- m‘:nb an‘: mxb NN 990-102
2 PIN-IYN NYD-2Y DT

THY Y27 MIN--PIN,T200 2N 1NN 0
NV2Y 720070 N5 I8N

MVY2-N1 , 7200 12 NN )00 NN I
Y270 IONDY ;51122 XN 9NN TUN YN
230N ANV ,IP? mwb 7997 NoN? >1n9 1:15:1

T290 WN WN T200-D8 100 N 1
A112°2 Xon

; 7291 12-W122 YN ,NID2DN Y27 INGD N
N2 1M W) ,-[bm PYY 297 YN ,DID)
JUNI2 J'I’D'JD

MYN YINR-T-DY ,0IDN) V191D 1IN ©
YN, YVINRD-NN wmb-n ,DONNI9N TINN
2iN72 ,0990- by N2> ; 1722 XON TN
N VN NYY NDD 1’29? INTRY VYD
71222 9N 72190

'1:1% -NN np 0N ,m-lb 1bm -mN'n ’

......

127 Yam bN “[bm "\)’\’):l = m‘m
22T WK 991

4 And the king said: 'Who is in the court?'--
Now Haman was come into the outer court of
the king's house, to speak unto the king to
hang Mordecai on the gallows that he had
prepared for him.--

5 And the king's servants said unto him:
'Behold, Haman standeth in the court.' And the
king said: 'Let him come in.'

6 So Haman came in. And the king said unto
him: 'What shall be done unto the man whom
the king delighteth to honour?'--Now Haman
said in his heart: '"Whom would the king
delight to honour besides myself?'--

7 And Haman said unto the king: 'For the man
whom the king delighteth to honour,

8 let royal apparel be brought which the king
useth to wear, and the horse that the king
rideth upon, and on whose head a crown royal
is set;

9 and let the apparel and the horse be
delivered to the hand of one of the king's most
noble princes, that they may array the man
therewith whom the king delighteth to
honour, and cause him to ride on horseback
through the street of the city, and proclaim
before him: Thus shall it be done to the man
whom the king delighteth to honour.'

10 Then the king said to Haman: 'Make haste,
and take the apparel and the horse, as thou
hast said, and do even so to Mordecai the Jew,
that sitteth at the king's gate; let nothing fail of
all that thou hast spoken.’



Source 18: Malbim

At night: There’s no doubt that the King, when he saw all of the
intense worry and fear that prompted Esther to come to him,
he knew that she had a major request for him. That’s why he
said, “I'll give you half the kingdom.” From the fact that she said,
“If I have found grace” “If it pleases the King” - he understood
that her request was good for the king himself and fit for him
due to his integrity, since he is a ruler and his throne was one of
kindness... This prompted him to think that there is no doubt
that he owed a debt to someone but had not yet done so. That’s
why he ordered to have the Chronicles to be brought...It seems
to me that there were two such books: a) Chronicles written for
the next generation what the King did, for good or bad - that
was in the hands of the second-in-command; b) the Chronicles
to be held by the King himself to remind the King himself - that’s
why it was called The Memories Chronicles. I already wrote that
the King had forgotten who informed Bigtan and Teresh, and
because of that forgetfulness he ended up promoting Haman,
because he didn’t know who to reward for this great kindness,
if not the person who prompted him to eventually choose
Esther through whom he was saved from death, and thereafter
Haman worked to make it appear that he was the one, and
therefore the King promoted him, and no doubt that in the
Chronicles that were in Haman'’s possession, Mordechai’s name
had been erased and was replaced by Haman’s. But in the
Chronicles in the possession of the King, the truth - that
Mordechai had reported it, was written...

And they found that it was written. That Mordechai’s name had
not been erased. It became clear that Haman was not the one
who told the King, but that Mordechai was. From this, the King
knew that his whole promotion of Haman, thinking that he was
the one who saved the king - was mistaken - and that the main
honor was due Mordechai. This tells of Hashem’s providence,
how, at that moment, when Haman came in to request the
hanging of Mordechai, the situation turned around and the King
realized that Mordechai really deserved Haman's position.
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