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A Levinasian Reading of the Purim Redemption
Whoever Reports a Saying in the Name of its Originator Brings Redemption to the World

R. Mois Navon
Parshat Zachor 5779 - Sefaradi Rimon 2019

Many years ago I was working on installing the Star Wars IRSP system that I designed in
Eglin AFB, the largest air force base in north America (Ft. Walton Beach FL). We
moved there for 3 months along with all the engineers involved in the project. We
basically lived together, morning, noon, and night for 3 months. So people get pretty
close — and they get in to your “kishkes”. One day, one of the guys said to me, “you
must think you’re pretty perfect.” I said, “What? Where did that come from?!” Well, he
said, seeing that you’re religious and all. So I said, actually it’s just the opposite: I know I
am not perfect and that is why I became religious. I believe that Judaism gives us a
system to work on ourselves to become better ethical beings. Indeed, I believe the goal
of Judaism is an ethical world.

Now, seeing that we are in these “yemei Purim” — I believe we can see this idea about
Judaism’s vision for an ethical world in a famous Talmudic aphorism...

The Gemara (Megilla 15a) teaches: “R. Eleazar said in the name of R. Hanina: Whoever
reports a saying in the name of its originator brings redemption (geula) to the world, as it
says, ‘And Esther told the king in the name of Mordechai’.”
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Now this is a very well-known Gemara, but not a very well-understood Gemara. We are
all familiar with this teaching as well as the story upon which it is based. For, did this
bring about the redemption of the Jews?!

To remind you, the information was written in the chronicles of the court and later in the
story, when things are looking dire for the Jews, the chronicles are read, and the king
recalls his debt of gratitude to Mordechai. He repays him by having Haman parade
Mordechai through the city on the king’s horse.
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But did this bring about the redemption of the Jews? It appears that at most it brought
about a salvation of Mordechai himself — seeing that it saved him from being hung by
Haman. But even this “redemption” was limited, as the chapter concludes that
Mordechai went right back to where he was before the incident — sitting in the gate of
the king:
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In a literary sense it could be seen as kind of foreshadowing, a “sign,” that things were
turning around in the plot. In this vein, the Torah Temimiah (Esther 2, n.44) explains
that it expresses the idea that things will turn around in the future in an “honorable and
unexpected way.” He notes that the term “geula” should not be taken literally, which
was only what resulted in the story of the megillah, but in general, one cannot expect
geula but just some positive outcome.
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Regarding the actual chain of events in the Megillah, Rav Soloveitchik (Days of
Deliverance, pp. 85-87) explains how the final redeeming moment of the Jews, when
Esther succeeded in turning Achashverosh on Haman, was made possible through
Motdechai’s having been recorded as saving the king.'

While this may solve our quandary regarding the Esther story, we are still left wondering
how the notion of “saying something in the name of its originator brings redemption
(geula) to the wotld.” This is the question of the Hozeh MilLublin* who asks how it
could be that every page of Gemara has people saying ideas in the name of their
originator and yet we have still not been redeemed!
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! He explains that Achashverosh was a king paranoid of losing power. To this end he installed Haman to
be his power keeper. Consequently, Esther knew that she would not have an easy time turning
Achashverosh on Haman. She waited for a miracle — which came in the form of the reading of the
chronicles that fateful night. This reading showed that Haman — who, as the king’s viceroy, should have
long ago rewarded Mordechai for revealing the assassination plot — may not have the king’s interests at
heart after all. Furthermore, when Haman recommended having the “man whom the king delighteth to
honor” wear the royal crown and clothes and ride the royal horse, Achashverosh began to put two and two
together and realize that Haman wanted his throne. With all this as background, when Achashverosh
found Haman fallen unto the lap of Esther — this was all he needed to hang Haman.

2 Rabbi Yaakov Yitzchak Hal.evi Horowitz (c. 1745 - 1815), Poland.
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The Hozeh MiLublin offers that the “geula” being referred to is not that of national
redemption but only that of personal redemption:
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These answers notwithstanding, I believe that the Gemara was trying to teach us
something very deep about the ultimate redemption.

I would like to suggest that this notion — bringing redemption by citing the source of an
idea — is actually the notion of the ethical relation. It is about acknowledging the other.
It is about realizing one’s place in humanity and leaving the place of the other intact —
perhaps a kind of maintaining of “totalities” — to put it in Levinasian terms. It is through
the ethical relation that we perfect society, and it is thus that we bring redemption.

There is support for this idea in the commentary of the Imrei Emet’ who explains that
the greatness of Esther’s act was in that she could have justified saying the information
over in her own name. The Imrei Emet brings the Gem. (San.89b) that teaches that
when prophecy comes to the world a// the prophets receive it but only oze is selected to
reveal it. Mordechai actually found out about the plot to kill Achashverosh through
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Now, since Esther was a prophetess, she too received the information. Mordechai was
simply unaware that she had become a prophetess and so he told her. Thus, she could
have used the information to promote herself but chose to say it in the name of
Mordechai to do him the favor.
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Here is the Imrei Emet in full:
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3 Avraham Motdechai Alter (1886-1948), Poland/Jerusalem.
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Esther’s act of saying the information in the name of its source, says the Imrei Emet,
expresses the character trait of “true Ayin Tova” — and it is this trait that “brings
redemption to the world.”

Ayin Tova has a number of interpretations; here, however, it appears to follow the
meaning of generosity (nedivut) — of having a willingness, even a desire, to benefit the
other, even at the cost of oneself.
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So it was not Esther’s saying of the information in the name of Mordechai that brought
the redemption — per se — but what saying the information in Mordechai’s name
expresses about their relationship: a wholly ethical relationship. A relationship where she
recognizes the infinite value of the other.

This idea is true even if we don’t follow the Imrei Emet’s explanation that Mordechai
and Esther received the information about the assassination plot via prophecy. Indeed,
Rashi (Es. 2:22) holds that Mordechai overheard the plot.
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Following this approach, the Alshich (Es. 2:22) explains that Mordechai wanted Esther
to tell the king in her own name, that she thus promote herself. As a result of his
kindness, Esther wanted to return the kindness, and thus told it in his name. The
Alschich explains that this concern for one’s fellow is precisely what God expects of us —
and indeed, it is only when we seck the welfare of our neighbor that God seeks our
welfare. And rightly so, he notes, for the whole Torah is about “Love Your Neighbor As
Yourself.”

4 Without discussing the story of Esther, Levinas (Difficult Freedom, p. 87) explains the Talmudic dictum
— to say an idea in the originatot’s name — as expressing the messianic ideal wherein the individual is
acknowledged of infinite worth.
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Ultimately, it is this loving relationship between Esther and Mordechai that allowed
Esther to be persuaded by Mordechai to sacrifice herself for the Jewish people, as she
says, “if I am lost than I am lost.”
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Sacrificing oneself for the other is the ultimate ethical act. “Should I take the piece of
bread from my mouth for the other?! This is the ethical demand par exvellence” (W. Large,
Totality & Infinity Reader’s Guide, p. 48).

And indeed, it was Esther’s self-sacrifice that was the redemptive act in the story. That
is, the Jewish people were saved by Esther’s self-sacrifice, and 7oz by her saying the
information in the name of its originator. Nevertheless, at the core of her act of
redemption lies her ethical height of acknowledging the other, initially expressed in her
saying the information in the name of its originator and subsequently reaching the point
wherein she was willing to sacrifice herself for the other (in this case the Jewish people).

May we all realize the infinite importance of the other, saying things in the name of the
originator, and thus be worthy of the Geula Sheleima, BBY.
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