
Talking About Purim
Jewish 
Parenting

If you are the parent of a young child, Purim is as good as Judaism gets. In fact, Purim is 
as good as it gets, period. It is costumes and carnivals. It is celebrations and sweet food. 
It is making loud noises. And all of this is anchored by a great story. When you celebrate 
Purim you get to have a lot of fun and teach some wonderful values—all at the same time.

The 
Happiest 
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The Story of Purim
Jews were living relatively happily 
in the kingdom of Persia. Persia 
was ruled by a habitually drunk King 
Ahasuerus. He got angry at a wife 
named Vashti and went looking for a 
replacement. Esther, a Jewish girl, 
was chosen. At this point in the story 
we meet two more characters: Haman, 
an evil minister who was Ahasuerus’ 
right-hand man, and Mordecai, Esther’s 
uncle.

Haman hated the Jews. He wanted to have 
them all killed. With the King’s permission, 
Haman cast lots (purim) and picked a day on 
which all Jews would be killed. Mordecai went 
to Esther and asked her to see the king. 
In those days a queen could only see the 
king if he had sent for her. Esther took 
a big risk and went on her own. The 
king was happy to see her. She invited 
him and Haman to a party. At that party 
she invited them to a second party. At 
the second party she told the king that 
Haman wanted to kill her, and then 
added, “and my whole people.” 

Then comes the happy ending. The king 
gave the Jews permission to fight back 
and save their own lives. The king had 
Haman killed on the gallows he had 
built to kill Mordecai, and the king 
appointed Mordecai to replace Haman 
as his chief minister. There are more 
details and plot twists, but this is the 
basic story of Purim.

MAKE A BIG DEAL 
OUT OF PURIM

It is much better to 
over-emphasize Purim 
than to worry about 
Halloween.
In our home for 

Halloween, we carved a 
pumpkin and left a bulb 
glowing in it all night 
(candles were deemed 
too dangerous so my 
father rigged this battery 
thing). It went right in 
the front window where 
we should have kept our 
Hanukkah menorah—if 
we had known about the 
mitzvah of advertising 
that miracle. When my 
sister and I were little, 
we got to buy those 
store-bought costumes 
with the plastic and 
elastic masks. When we 
were older, we threw 
something together. 
Soon, however, costumes 
weren’t cool—and 
they were given up or 
minimalized. Whatever 
the dress, my family 
“did” Halloween, but 
it was no big thing. We 
liked the candy, and I can 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6
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Purim Celebrations
Most everything we do on Purim acts out this story in one way or another.

Reading the 
Megillah
The Megillah 
is a scroll on 
which the story 
of Esther is 
handwritten in 

Hebrew. Reading the Megillah is a playful 
experience. It is not done with a serious tone. 
Every time Haman’s name is read people 
shout and stomp; they use noisemakers 
and make as much noise as possible. It is as 
if we are trying to destroy evil by making 
noise. Hearing the Megillah is one of the four 
Purim mitzvot or religious opportunities.

Costumes
It is a custom to 
dress up in costumes 
on Purim. Often 
these costumes are 
representations of the 
people in the Purim 
story. It is another 
way of acting out 
the story and playing with its message. 
Sometimes it is just a chance to dress up. 
At most Purim carnivals you may find 
twelve Queen Esthers lined up next to a 
Frankenstein and a ninja. The dressing up 
is a big part of the celebration.

Celebrations
Another 
Purim 
mitzvah 
(one of the  
easiest of 
all the  
mitzvot)  
is to 
make the 

day of Purim into a day of celebration. 
Traditionally, families would have a Purim 
Se’udah, a big Purim party. Today, big com-
munity celebrations have taken over as the 
major Purim celebrations. These are usu-
ally big carnivals with games of chance and 
all kinds of fun activities. Believe it or not, 
carnivals are a way of acting out the story 
of Purim. They act it out in two ways. First, 
after the victory, Mordecai commanded 
everyone to celebrate. Second, all the Purim 
games are reversals of the lots Haman cast 
to see when the Jews should be killed.

Hamantashen
In Yiddish they are 
called Hamantashen 
and are thought to 
resemble Haman’s hat. 
In Hebrew they are 
called Oznai Haman 
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and are thought to be the shape of Haman’s ears. 
These triangle-shaped cookies are filled with 
prunes, apricots, cherries, and other good stuff-
ings. They are the essential Purim food.

Shelah Manot
As part of the first 
Purim celebration 
Jews in Persia sent 
gifts of food to their 
friends. We have 
continued this tra-
dition. These gifts 
are called Shelah 
Manot. This, again, 
is the basis of a 
really easy mitzvah. 

There is only one rule. The gift should consist of 
at least two kinds of food. This is a fun mitzvah 
because you get to (a) make up a list of people to 
whom your family is connected, (b) do some cook-
ing and/or shopping, and then (c) deliver them to 
your friends. Shelah Manot is a great way of defin-
ing your community.

Mattanot l’Evyonim
This last Purim mitzvah is hard to pronounce 
and not as well known as the others. Mattanot 
l’Evyonim means gifts to the poor. When Mordecai 
declared the first celebration of Purim, Jews sent 
two kinds of gifts, gifts to their friends and gifts 
to the poor. The other way they celebrated their 
victory was with the giving of tzedakah (charity). 
This, too, is a wonderful opportunity to manifest 
your best values as part of a celebration.

4

Hamantashen
Ingredients—Dough
2 T. Vegetable shortening
2 T. butter
1/3 cup sugar
1 egg
1 T. orange juice
½ teaspoon vanilla
11/3 cups flour
pinch of salt
egg wash made of egg and water

Fillings—Pie filling, jam or preserves

Directions
1. Preheat the oven to 350º. Grease baking 

sheets.

2. Cream together the shortening and 

sugar. Add the egg and blend until 

smooth. Stir in the orange juice and 

vanilla.

3. Fold in the flour, salt and baking powder 

and mix to make to make a firm but soft 

dough. Cover and let rest ten minutes. 

Divide dough and work with one portion 

at a time. 

5. Roll out dough on lightly floured board 

to a thickness of ¼ inch. Use a 3-inch 

cookie cutter and cut into rounds. Brush 

rounds with egg wash. 

6. Using a spoon, fill the round with the fill-

ing. Draw three sides together by folding 

two sides toward the center to form the 

top and the remaining dough toward 

the center to meet the other edges. 

Brush with egg wash. 

7. Bake until golden brown, about 18-

20 minutes. When done, remove 

Hamentashen from cookie sheet to cool. 

Makes 3 to 4 dozen.
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Purim Values
Purim gives you the chance to teach a lot of great values. Here are just a few.

5

Girls Can Be Heroes
Purim is an ancient story that has two 
strong women at its core. Vashti, whom the 
midrash turns into a villain, has been seen 
as heroic by the Jewish woman’s movement. 
She says “no” to the king. Esther is the 
one who saves the Jewish people with her 
planning and her actions.

Evil Can Be Defeated
Purim is the story of a near-
holocaust. The whole of the 
Jewish people seemed to be at 
risk. They were saved, not by 
plagues or the sun standing 
still, but by the courage 
and commitment of a 
few good people. In this 
story God acts through 
people, and that is the 
miracle. We are strong 
enough to defeat evil.

Real Celebration Need Not Be 
Madness
Traditionally, getting drunk was part of the 
Purim celebration. It was the one time a 
year that public drinking became part of the 
Jewish tradition. Even then, and more now, 
when understandings of addiction have 
changed, Purim was the time to teach that 

“partying” has limits. It becomes a perfect 
time to model how to be completely happy 
and safe, all at the same time.

Jewish Life Happens in Community
Passover is a Jewish holiday that is 

all about family. Shabbat is very 
much a family holiday. So is Sukkot. 

In many cases the major parts 
of those (and other) holidays 

happen at home. Purim is 
a community celebration. 

Getting dressed up in costumes 
and coming down to the dining 

room table doesn’t quite 
make it. It takes a whole 
community to make Purim 

really happen. That makes 
Purim the perfect time to make 

it clear that your family is part of 
a community. The giving of Shelah 

Manot underlines this powerfully.

Judaism is Cool
It is hard to make Yom Kippur exciting to 
children. Many other Jewish celebrations 
are very adult and can be hard for children 
to get into (and that is okay). Purim is 
inherently child-centered and pure fun. It 
creates a moment where it is easy to say “I 
am glad I am Jewish.”
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remember the shopping bags full of it—
splitting and sorting it on the floor. Today 
I can’t tell you what costumes I wore—I 
can’t connect to any great details.
On the other hand, my family went crazy 
over Purim. Starting weeks in advance, 
my father became a tailor. He spent 
weeks fashioning the best and most 
original Purim 
costumes for 
me and Judy. If 
you’ve ever seen 
one of those 
documentaries 
about what 
neighborhoods 
in Rio do to 
get ready for 
Carnival, you 
know what my 
house was like.
There were 
spangles 
and tinsel 
everywhere. My earliest memory is of 
a satin King Ahasuerus costume. It was 
purple on the outside, lined with gold 
satin. I had a studded and bejeweled 
cape that would have done Elvis proud. 
The coolest thing about it, however, 
was the crown. My father took an old 
baseball hat and made it into the center 
of a satin turban. It was encrusted with 
faux finery and then sewn onto the top 

of the turban. I used it for a couple of 
years and won some first prizes. Later, 
I had a great Haman costume with a 
long flowing black satin cape—lined, of 
course, in red satin. The three-cornered 
hat was a padded affair, sort of a giant 
Hamantashen, sewed around an old 
sailor’s hat.

My sister’s two best 
Purim costumes were 
even more creative. 
Once my father made 
her a gorgeous grogger 
costume. It was a 
huge cardboard box 
with a face-hole cut 
out. It was covered in 
aluminum foil and had 
a mailing tube handle 
that was also covered in 
foil. The amazing things 
about it were that my 
father managed to 
glue down all of this 

foil without wrinkling any of it, and that 
it had a great art deco border that took 
two nights to draw in three different 
colors: red, blue and green. Judy became 
a deco version of a dancing cigarette 
box. However, Judy’s best costume was 
a Torah. My father, the tailor, made 
her a white satin Torah mantle with 
wonderful gold-tasseled fringe. Her head 
went through the top where the roller 
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handles would normally go. To go with 
it he molded a tin breastplate, carved a 
wooden pointer (which was then covered 
in foil), and added a crown. It was really 
stunning.
The point here is very simple. In my home 
Halloween was never banned—therefore 
it never carried the enticement of a 
forbidden pleasure. 
It was a simple 
one-night affair 
that was enjoyed 
and forgotten. 
I didn’t become 
Stephen King—it 
isn’t one of my 
High Holidays. My 
family were Reform 
Americans; we only 
observed one day of 
Halloween.
When I compare 
the residual details 
in my memories 
of Halloween and 
Purim celebrations 
past, I am amazed 
at how rich the 
detail is in my 
memories of Purim. In retrospect, it has 
taught me that my parents’ wisdom 
made real sense. They didn’t waste 
the energy needed to fight Halloween; 
making Purim really spectacular was 
far more productive. Halloween teaches 
us that it is good and sometimes fun to 
confront our fears. It is a holiday that 

plays with evil in order to help us face 
fear. What concerns me about Halloween 
is not so much its pre-Hallmark origins in 
All Saints’ Day and All Hallows’ Eve, but its 
tendency towards meanness. It is not the 
treat that concerns me, but Halloween’s 
validation of trickery. 
Purim is sweets, noise, and costumes, 

too. But it comes 
from someplace 
different. Purim is 
the story of how 
every Jew (even 
an intermarried 
Jewish woman 
who was only a 
“good enough” 
Jew at best) can 
be a hero—and 
that when we 
act together we 
are stronger than 
evil. I love “B” 
movies, but they 
don’t direct my 
life. Halloween is 
Roger Corman’s 
holiday—it is a 
George Romero 

epic. Esther is the kind of character Meryl 
Streep should play. It is Oscar material—it 
deserves a much bigger budget.

EXCERPTED FROM 40 THINGS YOU CAN DO TO SAVE THE JEWISH 
PEOPLE BY JOEL LURIE GRISHAVER, ALEF DESIGN GROUP, 1993.
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Purim Things You Can Do
Here are five things you can do to make Purim a powerful experience for your 
child.

1 Study the Purim story 
together. Purim is much more 

exciting when the children can 
identify all the characters in, and 
tell the basics of, the Purim story 
before they get to synagogue.

2Make your own 
noisemakers. You can figure 

out all kinds of things that can 
be shaken or blown to make a 
lot of noise. This arts and crafts 
project can be a lot of fun. But the 
real payoff comes in pride when 
your child carries his/her own 
noisemaker into the Megillah 
reading.

3Make a really big deal out of costume choosing and creating. Again, you 
want your children to feel like this is exciting. You also want them to feel 

great pride in their costumes as they walk into the Megillah reading.

4Go to a Megillah reading. This is the Purim payoff. Go to the carnival 
and other parts of the celebration, too. But make sure you get to the 

Megillah reading (with your costume and with your home-made noisemakers).

5Prepare and send Shelah Manot. Don’t be afraid to be the first one on your 
block to start this custom.
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