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Esther, Ruth, and the Insidet/Outsider Jew:
Shira Hecht-Koller, Drisha

Jack Flamholz 2”1 Memotial Yom Iyun
“Judaism in America: Intersecting Values and Identities”

Jewish American or American Jew? Issues of dual identities and conflicted loyalties have long been a part of Jewish
life. Can one be a Jew and a Persian? What about a Moabite and a Judean? A close reading of passages from the
books of Eisther and Rauth will show that these stories struggle with these issues as well. The anthors used kiterary
allysions and other techniques to dramatize the identity conflicts latent in the lives of the central characters. Can these

wonzen Serve as models for us in the modern word?

Sources and Guiding Questions

Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photogtaphy (New York: Hill and Wang,
1980), pp. 20

The portrait-photograph is a closed field of forces. Four image-tepettoires intersect here, oppose
and distort each other. In front of the lens, I am at the same time: the oge I think I am, the one I
want others to think I am, the one the photographet thinks I am, and the one he makes use of to

exhibit his art.

L Introduction — Ways to Achieve Biblical Characterization /Identity Markets

(2} Physical Description

¢ Yiv-ni
L 115
e hy

(b) Description of Innet Thoughts
e [nm,/R YRnw] nansby
e [th mwRrHa] 4O MK

(¢) Actions and Speech
e [0 NYWUKIA] DIMaR

(d) Contrast

(e) Names, Titles and References
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Names, Titles, References and Descriptions — Direct v. Indirect:

(a) Direct name change
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(b) References, titles — which are selected?
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Case Studies in Character Development and Identity

1. INOR (See artached questions for havruta)

2. my1 —Status Change:

a. Direct; First-Person
b. Indirect; Natrator
c. New Relattonship to give her significance

3 m
As referred to by the Natrator

a.
b. As refetred to by hetself
c. As referred to by ™12

Biblical Characters with Alternate Names Used:

Jews in the the Diaspota often had both a Hebrew name and a non-Hebtew name.
For each of the following chatactets, what ate the alternate names used?

(a) O, See N:RD NYVRIA
(b) DRT, See 1R HRAT
(c) INDOR, See 111 IMNOR

Which are the names that are used in the continuations of each story?
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V. Close Textual Reading of Esthet’s Character

Esther’s Introduction and Character — 2 P8

1. Read through t-& D104 2 714, Tow is INORY introduced? Who is introduced fitst here,
and which character is actually important for the story in 2 P19 What is significant about
this introduction? How does this introduction influence and inform the reader’s initial

impression of TNOR?

2. 'The description, (1:2) NN N2Y0) IRF-ND? 1IPAM” is oddly placed between two facts
related to Hsther’s familial status. This information is the kind that is often given when
female chatacters ate introduced, but we would likely expect it to be given in relation to
Esther’s entrance into the harem. What then is the significance of it being included here?

How does it shape her identity?

3. MUR is introduced with both her Hebrew and Persian names. Recall, ot scan through the
remainder of IMMOR 129N, and note what she is called for the rest of the story.

See specifically V2,0 718, What is she called thete? Why is this significant? What does it say
about her position vis-i-vis the Jewish commumity at that point in the story?

Esther’s Development Throughout "7 07p38 and '

4. In’2 p1h compare Esther’s behavior in 22,3 ,10 ) mpa.
e Tocus on Esther’s character with regard to obedience and passivity.
Why does she not reveal her oripins in " PY0A?
Pay attention to the verhb form in 10 109,
When 1s the first time she is “active?” Is this a change from what we have earlier seen?

5. At the beginning of 7 19 Motdecai again tells Esther what to do.
e Note the use of language in "N 109, and recall 22 and 2:1.
®  What wotd/root is used in all three places?

6. THow does Esther respond in " p108? What does this reflect regarding her identity and
development?

7. How much time has passed since Esther left Mordechai and married Ahashverosh?
(Compare 10,2 with 1 ,3.)

8. How, by the end of the 719, have the tables been fully turned? How is 1T 2 teversal of 2:2?
In what way does this reflect Esthet’s identity transformation?

9. Motdecai had told Esther {a) to teveal her identity and (b} to beg the king; see N:7.
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® What does she ultimately do? Does she shed her identity and her dignity? How does she
present herself to the Kingr See R:il.

® Which aspect of Esther specfically does Ahashverosh respond tor Sez 2:517

10. What is the literary and symbolic significance of Fsthet standing at the threshold to the

throne room?

Question for thought

Esthet’s character is undoubtedly changed as she develops and transforms het identity and
behavior. Nonetheless, all of it is still Fsther just navigating what othets want from het. Should
she do what Mordecai wants, or be the petson that Ahashverosh wantsp

Who is she really? Do we ever find out?
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