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MEGILAS ESTHER, THE BOOK FROM THE HEBREW 

Bible which we read twice on Purim, tells 

us in its text that Purim was so called be-

cause of the pur – the lot – that was 

thrown by the wicked Haman in 

order to determine the date 

on which he would destroy 

the Jewish 

people.1  

Rather than just choose a date on which to 

kill the Jews, Haman instead held a lottery 

to decide, a seemingly insigni� cant detail 

among all of his considerable planning and 

scheming to destroy the Jewish people. 

Names are important, however, as they 

de� ne what a thing is. So the name Purim 

expresses and de� nes the root of all of the 

lessons of the day on which we celebrate 

our salvation from Haman’s plans. So, why 

did our Sages establish the name 

of the day to be Purim? And, if 

the name was really about the 

pur that Haman threw, then 

the day should have been 

called Pur (in the singular); 

so why was is it called by 

the plural of pur, Purim?

CHOICE AND CHANCE

Generally, people try and make choices 

based on their understanding of things, 

but some decisions can be very di!  cult 

to make, and a person may prefer to 

leave things over to “chance”, " ipping a 

coin to decide. Even the Torah makes use 

of lotteries at times. For example, the 

Torah2 requires that a lottery be used 

with the two goats used in the Yom Kip-

pur service to determine which one 

would be o# ered to Hashem and which 

one would be dispatched to the moun-

tain named Azazel. $ e Torah3 also re-

quires that the land of Israel be divided 

among the tribes via a lottery.
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Leaving things  
TO CHANCE 

  A PERSON MUST NOT YEARN FOR THE PORTION OF 

ANOTHER PERSON OR FOR THE THINGS THAT 

ANOTHER PERSON HAS BEEN GIVEN BECAUSE THERE 

IS A HARMONY THAT EXISTS BETWEEN A PERSON’S 

ROLE AND THE TRAITS AND THINGS THAT HE HAS 

BEEN BLESSED WITH TO FULFIL THAT ROLE.  
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Make your next stay a Premier one, visit
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So how are we meant to understand this 

idea of using a lottery to determine some-

thing? For the person who believes in G-d, 

a lottery places the decision entirely in G-

d’s hands, so to speak, revealing to us His 

will through its outcome. For someone like 

Haman, who denied G-d’s existence, a lot-

tery simply allows “chance” to decide. Mor-

dechai even called Haman “the grandson 

of it chanced to happen”4. Why such an 

odd name? Haman was a descendant of 

the nation of Amalek, which saw � rst-

hand all of the miracles and wonders that 

took place during the exodus from Egypt 

and the splitting of the sea, and at a time 

when all of the other nations recoiled in 

fear from the Jewish people, Amalek stood 

up and fought against us. How could Ama-

lek do this after witnessing all of these 

miracles and wonders performed by Hash-

em? � e Torah tells us5 that Amalek 

“chanced upon” us “on the way”. Amalek 

saw all the developments and events of the 

exodus from Egypt and the splitting of the 

sea, but they saw in all these things only 

combinations of chance – chance and more 

chance – denying the special supervision 

with which Hashem watches over and con-

ducts the a� airs of the Jewish people. And 

Haman, their heir, was just like them, as 

Mordechai so accurately described him – 

“the grandson of it chanced to happen” – 

he saw in all events only chance because he 

too denied Hashem’s special supervision 

over the Jewish people. 

At the urging of his wife and friends, 

Haman hastily prepared a gallows on 

which to hang Mordechai. Unable to wait 

until morning, Haman then went in the 

middle of the night to ask the King’s per-

mission to hang Mordechai. But that 

night, Hashem arranged a series of won-

drous events to occur that would turn ev-

erything on its head: Achashverosh had 

di�  culty sleeping and asked to have the 

royal chronicles read to him. � e royal 

chronicles then opened just to the place 

that told of how Mordechai had once 

saved the King from the assassination 

plot of Bigsan and Seresh. Achashverosh 

realised that nothing had been done to re-

ward Mordechai for his role in saving the 

King’s life. Precisely at that moment, Ha-

man was discovered walking in the King’s 

courtyard, at which point Achashverosh 

sought Haman’s counsel regarding how to 

honour someone who the King wished to 

honour. Haman thought the King could 

only mean him, but, to his horror, he 

soon learned that the King had in mind 

his arch enemy, Mordechai. 

How did Haman react to this incredible 

chain of events? “And Haman told Zeresh, 

his wife, and all his friends what had 

chanced to happen.”6 Haman completely 

turned a blind eye to the hand of Hashem 

that was smacking him in the face, pun-

ishing him for his actions. � is is why 

Mordechai described Haman as “the 
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grandson of it chanced to happen,” be-

cause when Haman succeeded, he consid-

ered himself lucky, and when he failed, 

then it was simply bad luck, but there 

was nothing he could have done di� er-

ently, as it was a combination of events 

beyond his control – just a “bad run of 

luck” as they say, a victim of what had 

“chanced to happen”. 

CHANCE IS DECREED BY 

HASHEM

If we look closely, however, we see that 

Mordechai also spoke in terms of chance: 

“Mordechai told [Hasach, Esther’s ser-

vant] all that had chanced to happen.”7 

And the Torah also speaks in terms of 

chance! When Eliezer, the servant of Avra-

ham, was sent to choose a wife for 

Yitzchak, he davened: “…Hashem, my G-d, 

the G-d of Avraham, please chance to hap-

pen before me today...”8 And so too, re-

garding Ruth, it says that, after she re-

turned with her mother-in-law, Naomi, 

from the " elds of Moav: “…[Ruth] gleaned 

in the " eld after the harvesters and it 

chanced to happen that it was a parcel of 

land belonging to Boaz…,”9 who was des-

tined to be her redeemer. So, clearly, there 

appears to be such a thing as “chance” – 

the Torah even says so!

 # ere are things that fall within the 

bounds of our choice, and there are things 

that fall beyond those boundaries. Any-

thing that falls outside the bounds of our 

control is called “chance”. But – and this is 

the key point – even though such things 

may appear to be only random occurrenc-

es, they are actually decreed by Hashem. 

In other words, such things and events are 

intended and prepared speci" cally for us, 

in accordance with what has been deter-

mined to be our unique role in Creation, 

having nothing whatsoever to do with the 

quality of our actions, be they meritorious 

or not. # e word “mazel” (ie luck), which is 

used to describe these things that are out 

of our control and which have been de-

creed for us both for good (mazel tov) and 

bad (mazel rah), actually comes from the 

Hebrew root “nozel” – to $ ow – because 

these things $ ow down from above (ie, 

from heaven) and not as some sort of re-

ward for our actions. 

# is is obviously a complex discus-

sion, as there can be, for example, pov-

erty that is decreed upon a person in 

terms of his unique role here (ie to cope 

with such a challenge), but there is also 

poverty that can occur as a punishment 

for a person’s actions.

Before a person is created, Hashem " xes 

that person’s unique role in the world. In 

accordance with that role, each person 

then receives the necessary traits and ma-

terial objects he will need, and, in light of 

this, all of the “chance” events that are not 

in the bounds of his control will be de-

creed upon him from above – in other 

words, his mazel. # e gemara10 says: “# e 

angel who is in charge of pregnancy takes 

the drop (from which the fetus will devel-

op) and stands before Hashem and says: 

‘Master of the Universe, What shall be 

with this drop? Strength or weakness? 

Wisdom or foolishness? Wealth or pover-

ty?’” And similarly, the gemara11 says: 

“[Length of] life, children, and sustenance 

don’t depend on merit, but on mazel.”

We’re taught in Pirkei Avos: “Who is 

wealthy? Someone who is happy with his 

portion.” What is a person’s portion? # e 

unique role that has been " xed for him. A 

man needs to be happy with his role and 

to recognise that Hashem designated it 

just for him and for his good, for a good 

purpose within the entirety of Creation. 

A person mustn’t yearn for the portion 

of another person or for the things that 

another person has been given because 

there is a harmony that exists between a 

person’s role and the traits and things 

that he has been blessed with to ful" l 

that role. If we have something, we have 

it for a reason – and vice versa. 

LEAVING THINGS TO CHANCE

So when does the Torah leave things to 

chance? When it came to dividing the 

land of Israel among the tribes, each and 

every tribe in general, and each and every 

member of those tribes in particular, 

needed to receive the portion that had 

been designated for them in accordance 

with their unique roles – not even Moshe 

was capable of knowing such a thing or 

deciding what portion each tribe and 

tribe-member should get. Accordingly, 

 RATHER THAN JUST CHOOSE THE DATE HIMSELF, HAMAN 

WANTED TO TRY AND HARNESS THE POWER OF CHANCE AND FIX 

THINGS SO THAT LUCK WOULD ACCORD WITH HIS PLANS. 
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the decision had to be left to a lottery, 

whereby the mazel that had been � xed 

from the beginning could be left to deter-

mine it. So too with the goats on Yom 

Kippur, only a lottery could distinguish 

the essence and role of each goat. Eliezer, 

Avraham’s servant, was afraid that his 

personal bias for his own daughter might 

in� uence his choice of a wife for Yitzchak, 

so he left the choice in the hands of heav-

en – where the decision of who shall be 

matched with who is made12 before the 

children are even created. Regarding the 

incident with Ruth, chance, as decreed by 

Hashem, brought her to her zivug!

ONE LOT BECOMES MANY LOTS 

Now we can understand why the name 

“Purim” was chosen to express the es-

sence of the day. Haman’s lottery may 

have only been one detail in all of the 

events of the megillah, but it was the de-

tail that entirely encapsulated his atheis-

tic world view. Such a person views 

events as they unfold in isolation, seeing 

them as perfectly natural and unconnect-

ed: It happens that a king becomes drunk 

in the middle of a meal; it happens that a 

king asks to show his wife o"  to his 

guests; it happens that a king becomes so 

angry when his wife doesn’t listen to him 

that he orders her to be killed; and it also 

happens that a king chooses another 

woman to be his wife – a woman who is 

unknown to everyone and conceals her 

nationality. With each of these events, 

it’s possible to say: this is just a random 

occurrence – merely chance at work. But, 

these very same events can be seen en-

tirely di" erently when viewed from the 

perspective of one who doesn’t believe in 

random chance and instead chooses to 

believe in G-d. From such a perspective, 

the development of these events is a 

wondrous orchestration from heaven – 

like a masterful symphony being played, 

with not a single extraneous note – com-

pletely hidden within the seemingly nat-

ural unfolding of things. 

For Haman, casting lots was merely a 

way of improving his chances of success, 

an attempt to manipulate and steer things 

in line with the outcome he desired. Rath-

er than just choose the date himself, Ha-

man wanted to try and harness the power 

of chance and � x things so that luck would 

accord with his plans. But there are two 

sides to every pur, like two sides to a coin 

that gets tossed. On the one side was the 

pur that Haman chose as an expression of 

his will, but on the other side was our pur, 

the expression of Hashem’s will that had 

been decreed. Haman could see only his 

side of the pur, when event after event 

showed that there were purim – lots plural 

– being cast, for all of those events, as well 

as for each Jew individually and the Jew-

ish people collectively. Haman failed to see 

that it wasn’t just his luck that would be 

in� uenced the pur, but ours – making his 

pur, our purim.  

Hashem was watching over us from 

the beginning – from before Haman’s 

wheels began spinning – ensuring that all 

of Haman’s actions would lead to one 

end: the pur (lot) of Haman was ex-

changed for our purim (lots), with the re-

sult being that Haman and his plans be-

came a conduit via which the decrees of 

Heaven were carried out. Haman’s advice 

to kill Vashti, in the end, wound up 

harming him, as Esther took her place 

and engineered his downfall. # e gallows 

that Haman prepared to hang Mordechai 

on, in the end, were used to carry out Ha-

man’s own death sentence. # e advice 

that Haman gave the King to honour 

himself, in the end, was used to honour 

Mordechai. As the megillah later notes, 

Haman’s lot fell out on a day that, from 

the beginning, was destined for our suc-

cess: “On the day that the enemies of the 

Jews expected to rule over them, it was 

just the opposite, the Jews ruled over 

their enemies.”13 

We can learn a fundamental lesson: on 

the one hand, there are heavenly decrees 

that are beyond our control – and, on the 

other hand, we have the ability to make 

choices. # ere is no contradiction in this. 

Hashem foresees what we will choose and 

can even bring about a particular result be-

cause He knows what our choice will be in 

any given situation. As we see with Ha-

man, our choices, like it or not, wind up 

ful� lling Hashem’s will and sanctifying His 

name either willingly or unwillingly.  JL

Based on a sicha from the Sifsei Chaim, 

Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, ztz”l
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