Why Did Esther Hide Her Identity?

Based on an article by R. Avraham Shama

Source 1: Esther 2:9-11
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9 And the maiden pleased him,
and she obtained kindness of him,;
and he speedily gave her her
ointments, with her portions, and
the seven maidens, who were meet
to be given her out of the king's
house; and he advanced her and
her maidens to the best place in the
house of the women.

10 Esther had not made known her
people nor her kindred; for
Mordecai had charged her that she
should not tell it.

11 And Mordecai walked every day
before the court of the women's house, to
know how Esther did, and what would
become of her.

1b) Esther 2:18-20
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18 Then the king made a great feast unto
all his princes and his servants, even
Esther's feast; and he made a release to
the provinces, and gave gifts, according to
the bounty of the king.

19 And when the virgins were gathered
together the second time, and Mordecai
sat in the king's gate--
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How does Mordechai present himself? Source 2: Esther Ch. 3
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Source 3: Rashi’s commentary on the first time Mordechai tells Esther
not to reveal anything about her origins
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'She should not tell' - in order that they would assume that she was
from a lowly family and would send her away, for if they knew that she
was a descendant of the family of King Shaul, they would hold on to
her."

There seems to be a worry here that she will actually be selected as queen.
Mordechai does not want her to become queen!

Where is there a hint in the text that Esther could be
- or was - taken by force?



Source 4: Esther Ch. 2 - Esther seems to be taken by force...This
precedes the first instruction by Mordechai not to say anything about her
religious origin.
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Source 5a) : Commentary of Malbim on Megilat Esther
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Challenges with Rashi’s explanation:

A) Why according to Rashi - does Esther then continue to hide her lineage
even after she becomes the new queen?

B) Nowhere is Esther described as a descendant of the house of Shaul. Firstly,
Mordechai's ancestor Kish is not necessarily the father of Shaul.

See, for example, Source 6a) Commentary of Ibn Ezra when the Megilah
introduces Mordechai in Chapter 2:
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B) Even if he is indeed Shaul's father, the text does not seem to emphasize
Esther's connection to Shaul, since it is Mordechai whose genealogy is being
traced rather than Esther

6b) Commentary of Ibn Ezra
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i. "Some say that Mordechai was wrong to command Esther not to reveal
her identity, for he feared that the king would not take her as a wife if he
knew that she was from the [Jewish] captivity."
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ii. "Others say that through prophecy or a dream he knew that salvation
would come through her to Israel.”
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[The explanation] that seems correct in my eyes is that Mordechai acted
thus in order that she could observe God's Torah in secret; that she would
not eat forbidden meat and would observe Shabbat in such a way that the
servants would not become aware of it, for if the matter became known
then perhaps the king would force her [to act contrary to her religious
beliefs] or kill her, for [after all,] she was captured against her will.



Evaluating the Ibn Ezra’s approaches - Rav Avraham Shama:

Approach #1: This explanation makes two claims: firstly, that
Mordechai's aim was to ensure that she would be queen; secondly, that
this purpose is evaluated in a negative light. It is difficult to find support
for this interpretation in the text, and the description of Esther as being
"taken" to the royal palace without any apparent effort on her part
appears to contradict it.

Approach #2: This explanation is built on the previous one. Both agree
as to Mordechai's purpose in commanding Esther not to reveal her
identity, but they differ when it comes to evaluating this behavior. It
does seem more plausible to evaluate Mordechai's motivation favorably,
since the text introduces him in a very positive light: he is a Jewish man
of noble lineage, a Jerusalemite, and a man of outstanding kindness who
has raised an orphan in his own home. The behavior attributed to him
by this explanation - promoting Esther to the station of royalty at the
price of handing her over to Achashverosh - cannot be considered
worthy unless it was a one-time, exceptional decision taken for the
purpose of saving Israel. This, in turn, would have to be based on
some form of prophecy.

Hints that Mordechai may have had some sort of fiX121/prophecy:

Source 7: Esther Ch. 4
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But can we say that if he had this “sense” now - that it was
in his mind all along?



Source 8: Rav Shama on Ibn Ezra’s conclusion:
Approach #3:

Support for this view is to be found in the positive presentation of
Mordechai in the Megilla, as well as in the problems related to the
previous explanations. However, these elements do not amount to proof of this
explanation, for in the literal reading of the text there is no hint of Esther's care
not to eat forbidden foods and to observe Shabbat. Even if all this is true, the
text conceals it. On the contrary, the text would seem to suggest that
Esther lives like any other member of the royal household.

An alternative approach. Let’s review the two references to Esther not revealing
her religion/Jewishness back in Chapter 2:

What do both instances have in common? What is the key element
behind Esther’s behavior? What is Mordechai’s concern in the first
reference?

Compare to Miriam’s behavior back in
Source 9: Shemot Ch. 2
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This first concern reaches a crescendo when she is taken to the king,
before she is crowned queen: Source 10: Repeat of Esther 2:15 with a
different emphasis:
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all them that looked upon her.

Source 11: A Purim Afterthought - Rabbi Dr. Ari Zivotofsky

...the relationship between Mordechai and Esther 1s explicitly described twice in
the book of Esther. In Esther 2:7 the characters of Mordechai and Esther are
introduced, and Esther is described as Mordechai’s bat dodo®~his uncle’s daughter,
1.e., Mordechai’s first cousin. In Esther 2:15, when Esther is called to the king’s
palace, her lineage is given as: Esther, the daughter of Avichayil, Mordechai’s
uncle, i.e., she was Mordechai’s first cousin. The Targum Sheni elaborates further
by specifying that it was Mordechai’s father and Esther’s father who were
brothers.

There is an additional relationship found in the midrash. Rashi (on Esther 2:7)
cites the Talmudic (Megillah 13a) exegesis that Mordechai not only raised, but
later married, Esther.* The Talmud (Megillah 13b) further derives from Esther
2:20 that they actually lived as husband and wife even subsequent to Esther’s
being taken to the royal residence, up until the time she voluntarily went to
Achashverosh.’

But Mordechai’s worries seem to be overshadowed by a feeling of
Hashagacha/Divine Providence.... Source 12: Esther Ch. 2
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instead of Vashti.
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Source 13: Bereishit Ch. 39

IMPN; N TN ,991) N
,DNIVN T NYI2 D1 1DV

RY INTIIN

YIN M ,QPP-NN MDY 7 3
27300 PYTN 1933 P70 ;058D

927 ; 1PN MY 2D, P)TN X2 )
A7 2NN MM ,NYY NIN-TYN

YN 10PN 90V RN T
-¥3-92) ,9002-9Y ANTP9N 5 INN
”.‘13?’ ”:‘; ;’.,

MM INN QD OYTN NP D
“IYN ,DIpR--I0D NOI-ON

; DO 7290 OPOR) PNON
0PN ™13 ,0¥-MN

021,991 -NN MNP ¥DN ND
52,90 197 5 19N PIX
Anen-na

Parallels:

1 And Joseph was brought down to Egypt;
and Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh's, the
captain of the guard, an Egyptian, bought
him of the hand of the Ishmaelites, that
had brought him down thither.

2 And the LORD was with Joseph, and he
was a prosperous man; and he was in the
house of his master the Egyptian.

3 And his master saw that the LORD was
with him, and that the LORD made all
that he did to prosper in his hand.

4 And Joseph found favour in his sight,
and he ministered unto him. And he
appointed him overseer over his house,
and all that he had he put into his hand.

20 And Joseph's master took him, and
put him into the prison, the place where
the king's prisoners were bound; and he
was there in the prison.

21 But the LORD was with Joseph,
and showed kindness unto him, and
gave him favour in the sight of the
keeper of the prison.

- Just as in Bereishit Yosef is sold against his will and contrary to his interests, so
here Esther is taken against her will and contrary to her interests.

- Just as Yosef - a boy of Jewish descent, a stranger in the land to which he has
been sold - succeeds in all his endeavors because God is with him, likewise Esther
- a young girl of Jewish descent, exiled from her homeland - finds favor in the
eyes of all around her because God causes her to succeed.

- Just as the Freer of Prisoners brings Yosef to the position of second-in-command
to Pharaoh, so He who raises up the lowly causes the crown to be placed on

Esther's head.



Maybe Esther’s rise to prominence itself was an ‘echo’ of Yosef’s, and just as
Yosef was to help save the House of Jacob, so, too would Esther’s...

Source 14: Esther Ch. 4
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Combination of Rashi (Esther did not want to be selected); Ibn Ezra #2
(Mordechai knew that some redemption would come through her) - but
Mordechai’s knowledge did not precede her being taken to the women’s
house...It’s only his reflection after she was chosen Queen!

Question: Once Esther is selected as Queen, why does Mordechai still want
her to hide her identity?

Mordechai served as an advisor to Esther. Best if it was NOT revealed
that she was a Jew, because her behavior could be interpreted as serving
something other than the best interests of the kingdom.

Source 15: Rav Shama: It is true that Mordechai's national identity
seems to be quite open and well-known: after all, he is an adult, and has
some standing amongst his people. For instance, upon hearing of
Haman's plan, Mordechai tears his clothes and wears sackcloth and
ashes. Then we are told that in every place where the king's word
reaches the Jews, there is great mourning and sackcloth and ashes are
seen in public (Esther 4:1-3). The text apparently means to demonstrate
that Mordechai's behavior serves as an example to the entire nation.


https://www.sefaria.org/Esther.4.1-3?lang=he-en&utm_source=etzion.org.il&utm_medium=sefaria_linker

10

Source 16: Esther Ch. 2
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Rav Shama: The first time, the verb is negative in the past tense ("did
not reveal" - lo higida), while the second time it is a medial negative
("would not reveal" - ein magedet). This is because the first phrase
describes only what happened during the limited time that lapsed
between being taken to the women's house and being taken to the royal
palace. The second phrase describes her regular, fixed behavior from
when she becomes queen onwards.

Question: Is there a hint to this approach in the order of the two aspects
of Esther’s identity in the respective passages?

The Incident of Bigtan and Teresh - the connection...

Source 17: End of Chapter 2, following Esther’s selection as Queen:
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After the fall of Haman...Source 18: Esther Chapter 8
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Source 19: Esther Ch. 10
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unto king Ahasuerus, and great
among the Jews, and accepted of
the multitude of his brethren;
seeking the good of his people and
speaking peace to all his seed. {P}

Source 20: Ibn Ezra
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The text mentions this in order to teach that [Achashverosh] succeeded
in all his ways and his greatness became apparent [only] after Mordechai
became his second-in-command.

Source 21: Bereishit Ch. 41
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55 And when all the land of Egypt
was famished, the people cried to
Pharaoh for bread; and Pharaoh said
unto all the Egyptians: 'Go unto
Joseph; what he saith to you, do.’

56 And the famine was over all the
face of the earth; and Joseph opened
all the storehouses, and sold unto the
Egyptians; and the famine was sore in
the land of Egypt.

57 And all countries came into Egypt
to Joseph to buy corn; because the
famine was sore in all the earth.
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