Esther Aloud: Expanding Our Communal Voice
By Rabbi Steven Exler, Rabbi at the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale

Introduction
The highlight of Purim is the communal reading of Megillat Esther. In addition to being one of the core mitzvot of the day,
many customs from medieval to modern times have sprung up around the reading that make it participatory, exciting, and
dramatic. One such custom1 is the reading aloud of four verses2 from the Megillah by the congregation before the reader reads
them.3 The main halakhic parameter that surrounds this practice is to be sure that after the congregational recitation, the
Megillah reader repeats the verse, so that all present hear those verses read from a Megillah scroll.4
Background to the Custom
While the earliest mentions of this custom give no reason for it, reasons are introduced over time. They include: generating joy
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among children and adults, maintaining the children’s attention to listen to the Megillah, helping keep children and adults
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awake during the reading, educating children, and publicizing the miracle of Purim (pirsumei nisa).10 There is no single or
straightforward answer to why the four verses we read aloud were chosen. Clearly they are seen as framing the deliverance of
the Jewish people, as many sources refer to them as “verses of redemption (geulah).” Some more specific explanations for the
choice of these verses include: they speak about the glory of Mordechai and the miracle happened through his agency,11 and
12
these verses mark the beginning, conclusion, and essence of the miraculous deliverance of the Jewish people. Although the
four verses recorded by the Rema are the most widely accepted, medieval sources note that not all communities have this
custom at all, that there is some variation in the choice of verses, and that every community can follow its own custom.13
Contemporary Expansion of the Custom
While the Rema’s choice of verses certainly points to critical moments in the Megillah narrative, it omits any mention of
Esther--Mordechai’s partner in delivering the Jewish people and the namesake of the Megillah. From the Megillah itself to the
Rabbinic literature about the story, Esther is indisputably recognized as a partner to Mordechai in realizing the deliverance of
the Jewish people. Esther’s role as a critical partner in the rescue and redemption of the Jews makes her mention an
appropriate addition to the verses read aloud. Verses honoring Esther and highlighting her role belong alongside the verses
that highlight Mordechai’s role in the essence of the deliverance of the Jewish people. In keeping with this understanding, over
the last decade, a number of communities have adopted this practice of reciting verses about Esther aloud, most recently
including some segments of the Orthodox community.14 This practice leaves the existing custom intact and expands it. The
inclusion of these additional verses read aloud should generate joy in our communities and afford the Megillah’s listeners a
chance to celebrate the participation of both key human players in the redemption of the Jewish people, highlighting both
Esther and Mordechai as courageous role models. May our expansion of this time-honored custom, and the impact of learning
from these powerful characters, help us find our own contributions toward the ultimate redemption and a better world.
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The Ashkenazic custom is recorded by the Rema in the Shulkhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 690:17.
Anywhere from two to five verses depending on the custom across time and subcommunity.
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For an excellent treatment of this custom and a suggestion of additional verses to read, see “Repeating Verses During the Megillah
Reading”, by Julia Andelman, found at http://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/repeating-verses-during-megillah-reading.
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Mishnah Berurah 690:58.
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Mahzor Vitry 245.
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Manhig Laws of Purim.
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Hagahot Maimoniot Laws of Purim 1:7.
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Children – Sefer Haminhagim Laws of Purim Hagahot Hagahot 45; Adults – Avudraham Laws of Purim citing Mishmeret Hamoadot.
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Levush 689.
10
Kol Bo Sec. 45.
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Avudraham ibid.
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Levush ibid.
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Orhot Hayyim Laws of Purim 30.
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See “A New Purim Hero?, by Audrey Axelrod Trachtman, at http://www.myjewishlearning.com/blog/the-torch/2014/03/12/a-newpurim-hero/.
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Suggested Additional Verses to Read Aloud
In principle, any verses that seem to fit the loose criteria – verses that are part of the redemption process of the narrative
and/or that awaken joy and attention – could be chosen. A number of suggestions have been made for this expanded custom.
One suggested arrangement of the verses to read aloud is below,15 with other options added in the footnotes.
Introduction to Mordechai – 2:5
A Jewish man lived in the fortress Shushan by the name of Mordechai,
son of Ya’ir son of Shim’i son of Kish, a Benjaminite.

ִירה ּוׁשְ מֹו
ָ אִ יׁש י ְהּודִ י הָ י ָה בְׁשּוׁשַׁ ן הַׁ ב
:מָ ְרדֳּ כַׁי בֶּן י ָאִ יר בֶּן ׁשִ מְ עִ י בֶּן קִ יׁש אִ יׁש י ְמִ ינִי

Introduction to Esther – 2:7
He was foster father to Hadassah – that is, Esther – his uncle’s daughter, for
she had neither father nor mother. The maiden was striking and beautiful;
and when her father and mother died, Mordechai adopted her as his own
daughter.16

וַׁי ְהִ י א ֹמֵ ן אֶּ ת הֲ דַׁ סָ ה הִ יא אֶּ סְ תֵ ר בַׁת ד ֹדֹו
כִי אֵ ין לָּה ָאב ו ָאֵ ם ו ְהַׁ נַׁעֲ ָרה י ְפַׁ ת ת ַֹאר
ו ְטֹובַׁת מַׁ ְראֶּ ה ּובְמֹות ָאבִיהָ ו ְאִ מָ ּה לְקָ חָ ּה
:מָ ְרדֳּ כַׁי לֹו ְלבַׁת

Moment of Paramount Joy at Redemption – 8:15-8:16
And Mordechai went out from the king’s presence in royal robes of blue
and white, with a magnificent crown of gold and a mantle of fine linen and
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purple wool. And the city of Shushan rang with joyous cries.

ּומָ ְרדֳּ כַׁי יָצָא מִ ִל ְפנֵי הַׁ מֶּ לְֶּך ִבלְבּוׁש מַׁ לְכּות
תְ ֵכלֶּת ו ָחּור ו ַׁעֲ טֶּ ֶּרת זָהָ ב גְדֹולָה ו ְַׁתכ ְִריְך
:ְַארגָמָ ן ו ְהָ עִ יר ׁשּוׁשָ ן צָהֲ לָה ו ְשָ מֵ חָ ה
ְ בּוץ ו

The Jews enjoyed light and gladness, happiness and honor.

Esther’s Continued Impact – 9:32
And Esther’s ordinance validating these observances of Purim was recorded
in a scroll.
Mordechai’s Continued Impact – 10:3
For Mordechai the Jew ranked next to King Ahasuerus and was highly
regarded by the Jews and popular with the multitude of his brethren; he
sought the good of his people and interceded for the welfare of all his
kindred.

אֹורה ו ְשִ מְ חָ ה ו ְשָ שֹן
ָ ַׁליְהּודִ ים הָ י ְתָ ה
:ו ִיקָ ר
ּומַׁ אֲ מַׁ ר אֶּ סְ תֵ ר קִ יַׁם דִ ב ְֵרי הַׁ פֻּ ִרים הָ אֵ לֶּה
:וְנִכְתָ ב בַׁסֵ פֶּ ר
כִי מָ ְרדֳּ כַׁי הַׁ יְהּודִ י מִ ׁשְ נֶּה לַׁמֶּ לְֶּך
אֲ חַׁ ׁשְ ו ֵרֹוׁש וְגָדֹול ַׁליְהּודִ ים ו ְָרצּוי לְר ֹב
אֶּ חָ יו ד ֵֹרׁש טֹוב לְעַׁ מֹו ו ְדֹבֵר ׁשָ לֹום ְלכָל
:ז ְַׁרעֹו

For more information, please visit our website: www.jofa.org
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Translations based on New JPS Edition.
Others have suggested that this first additional verse should be 2:17, which details Esther’s ascent to a position of power. The approach
argued for in this article, that the verses read aloud reflect the beginning and end of the deliverance, prefers 2:7 because it is the very
beginning of Esther’s role in the story even if it is not the beginning of her position of power.
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The story records no image of Esther at this moment. Two options of complementary verses have been suggested. The first is verse 4:16,
the moment in which Esther’s willingness to risk her life begins to turn the tide of the fate of the Jews in Persia and beyond. The second is
verse 5:1, the moment when Esther actualizes that plan by standing in front of Ahasuerus. The verse explicitly describes her wearing royal
garb, a visual and thematic parallel to Mordechai’s stand as he departed from Ahasuerus in 8:15. While each of these verses highlights a
powerful moment in the Megillah – indeed, the turning point to redemption – one wonders why no such verse has been customary until
now. What stands out most about the choice of verses we traditionally read is their placement towards the very beginning and end of the
Megillah, what the Levush describes as “the essence of the beginning of the miracle and its end.” There is something powerful to the
congregational call at the opening of the Megillah as we meet the characters, and at the end as we celebrate their achievement. In the
middle, we sit and listen as the story unfolds. This approach accords as well with the most often cited explanation for the custom, which is
that the verses are read aloud as an expression of joy. We are joyous as we meet the characters, and we are most joyous at the actual
moment of deliverance. The center of the Megillah is actually quite tense as the fate of the Jewish people hangs in the balance. We take in
that drama quietly and with uneasiness as we imagine ourselves in that place and time with the threat of annihilation looming.
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