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This year Purim is on Sunday morning, March 9th. Purim is only one day in the entire liturgical year, but it speaks volumes in terms of a sacred community’s mindset. It’s a festival that mandates that Jews gather to get a little tipsy and make a lot of noise, parade around in costume together, distribute gifts of food to friends, and financially support the poor. On paper, the holiday holds great promise, but experience has borne out that many Jews appear ill-prepared for the celebration. They find it difficult to let go completely and experience the true gift and message of the festival. I was interested in exploring why this was so. Is it possible to have a Purim that rivals all other celebrations? Just what is it that’s keeping Jewish communities from dropping their guard and exercising their right to fully express themselves?

First, it may be that the synagogue is considered to a sacred space and we are accustomed to approaching worship and study with sense of dignity and decorum. Perhaps it feels awkward to suddenly put on a costume and enter that same space in the spirit of revelry and abandon.

But on this holiday we are asked, actually commanded, to do exactly that. We are asked to experience life differently. Purim invites us to act outside the box, stretch the limits of our experience, and get beyond the 'oughts" and 'shoulds" of our daily lives. It says that when we do that we have the possibility of experiencing the world in a new way. By letting go, we let spirit in. “God desires the heart, “ the great Chassidic master the Baal Shem Tov wrote. And God desires the purity of spirit that all can bring. For the Chassid, “the whole world is full of God’s glory, there is no place and no thing devoid of godliness.” Therefore, it is unnecessary for Jews to isolate themselves from the pleasures of the world in pursuit of an ascetic and disembodied ideal. 

On the contrary, true worship is a joyful embracing of the world. 
On the festival of Purim we're commanded to consume more alcohol than we’re accustomed to. Drinking is related to the fact that the victory over Haman (the villain of the Purim Story) began at a banquet of wine to which Esther invited King Ahasuerus and Haman. For one day a year, every adult Jew is required by Jewish Law “to imbibe sufficient quantities of wine until they cannot distinguish between the hero of the Purim story, Mordechai and its villain, Haman.’ I discovered in my search that in our tradition, "Mordechai represents holiness, our undying connection to Godliness; Haman represents the forces in the world that wish to disturb this connection.  If after listening to the Megillah and drinking a l'chaim or two you only "know" that Haman is cursed and Mordechai is blessed, then the Purim message hasn't penetrated. Go listen to the story again. Listen closely to its hidden message. Then say another l'chaim. Because the message of Purim is: Mordechai is blessed and Haman is cursed – not because we "know" it and it is logical, but because it is part of the fabric of our being, we know it in our heart."

Our tradition understood the value of letting go. When you’ve summoned up the courage to rustle up a costume for the Mardi-Gras like carnival, realize that everyone at the party is wondering the same thing - how silly do I look? When you arrive in the main sanctuary, and hear the cantor and rabbi sing a duet of the prayer Bar’chu to a 1950’s ballad, join in with wild abandon as if it’s a song you’ve been singing for years. If you have the rare chance to make as much noise as is

humanly possible when Haman’s name is mentioned, do so, not because it’s mandated, but because it just feels good to do something you don’t normally do.

This year on Purim, let’s drop our defenses. Let joy happen, without judgment or expectation. Let’s embrace joyful singing and dancing and Beth Shir Sholom this time ‘round, enough to make a Chassidic wedding in Boro Park Brooklyn look tame. As the good book of Esther says, “The days of Purim should be observed as days of feasting and gladness….” I pray it may be so.

