
 

Purim is the most festive holiday of the Jewish calendar — kind of a Jewish Mardi Gras. It’s a time for having 
fun and being silly. It is a great holiday to celebrate with children. It’s also the original Jewish gift-giving holiday.


Purim commemorates the story of Queen Esther, a Jewish woman who stood up to the king of Persia, saving 
the Jews from an evil advisor named Haman who had plotted against them.

HEAR THE STORY, MAKE SOME NOISE! 

On Purim it’s traditional to hear the story of Queen 
Esther, also called the Megillah. It may be read 
aloud, or acted out in a humorous skit called a 
Purim shpiel. Everyone listens, graggers (Purim 
noisemakers) in hand, ready to “drown out” the 
name of the mean Haman.

 
DRESS UP! 
 

Jews have traditionally celebrated by dressing up 
as characters in the Purim story. Today both 
children and adults extend the tradition by creating 
and wearing costumes, masks, face paint, crowns, 
and more of all sorts.


GET CREATIVE 

Try these ideas, or come up with your own. Make 
masks and crowns using glitter, feathers, metallic 
paper, plastic “gems,” etc. Create your own 
gragger, or noisemaker, by decorating an empty 
container or a folded paper plate and filling it with 
dried beans. 
 
TRY BEING TOPSY TURVY 
 

On Purim the unjust and powerful lose and those at 
the bottom win. Therefore it’s considered a topsy-
turvy day, and it can be fun to celebrate by wearing 
your clothes backwards and eating dessert first!


 

MAKE YOUR OWN SHPIEL (PURIM SKIT) 
 

Act out all or part of the Purim story, being silly in 
whatever ways you enjoy. Make up a rap. Try 
“paper bag dramatics” — put several random 
objects in a bag, then use them as props to act out 
scenes from the story.  
 
FOOD FOR THOSE WHO ARE HUNGRY 
 

An important part of every Jewish holiday is 
tzedakah. This Hebrew term comes from the word 
for “justice” and refers to giving donations, such as 
of money or food, to help create greater fairness. 
On Purim it’s traditional to give food, such as to a 
food bank, or to contribute to an organization that 
helps to feed those in need. 
 
QUESTIONS? Rabbi Bridget welcomes your email 
or call. Contact info is below.  

www.jewishgateways.org  •  info@jewishgateways.org  •  510-545-9977

PURIM FUN!  

WAYS TO CELEBRATE WITH YOUR FAMILY
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PURIM FOODS

Not surprisingly, special foods are an important 
part of this holiday. 
 
Jews of Eastern European descent  (Ashkenazi) 
make three-cornered pastries called 
hamantaschen, which means “Haman’s pockets” 
in Yiddish. The cookies’ triangular shape can also 
represent Haman’s hat or ears. It’s part of the 
silliness. “He was mean, so we’ll eat his hat!” Fill 
them as you choose, with poppy seeds, jam, 
chocolate … 

Jews of Spanish descent (Sephardic) make Orejas 
de Haman — “Haman’s Ears” — from fried dough 
shaped to look like an ear, made with orange 
blossom water and orange peel and drizzled with 
sweet syrup. 
 
GIVING GIFTS OF FOOD 
 

Purim, rather than Hanukkah, is the traditional 
Jewish gift-giving holiday. The custom is to give 
foods such as hamantaschen, other sweets, fruits, 
and nuts to friends and family. This tradition is 
called “mishloach manot” meaning “sending gifts.” 
Decorate paper plates, use baskets, or other 
simple containers, put in the treats, and add a 
Happy Purim note if you’d like. This can be a great 
activity to do with children.


HAMANTASCHEN 

• 2 eggs                               

• 1/4 cup oil 

• 2 1/4 cups flour

• 1 tsp baking powder

• 1 tsp orange zest

• 1/4 tsp salt

• 2/3 cup sugar             


Filling: Use jam, fruit pastry filling, poppy seed 
filling, chocolate chips, or whatever you’d like. 


In a bowl whisk together eggs, sugar, oil, orange 
zest, and vanilla. In another bowl, sift together 
flour, baking powder, and salt. Slowly stir the dry 
ingredients into the wet till a crumbly dough begins 
to form. Knead dough just until smooth and slightly 
tacky to the touch. If necessary, add a bit of water 
or flour.


Roll dough on a floured surface 1/4 inch thick. Cut 
in 3” circles (a glass works well). Place a teaspoon 
of filling — no more — in the center of each circle. 
Fold up 3 sides of the circle to form a triangle; 
pinch corners to secure. Place on a lightly greased 
sheet pan and bake at 350 degrees 20-25 minutes 
until lightly golden. Remove from sheet to cool.
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FOR YOUNG CHILDREN 

A long, long time ago, in a town called Shushan, 
there lived a king named Ahashverosh (A-hash-
vay-rosh). King Ahashverosh liked to have 
parties. He would invite all his friends to the 
palace. At the end of each party, the king would 
ask his wife, Vashti to dance for his friends. He 
would call, “Vashti, Vashti, come and dance.”

But one time Vashti said, “I don’t feel like 
dancing! I have better things to do!”King 
Ahashverosh was very angry. He was the king 
and no one ever said no to him. “If you don’t 
dance, you will have to leave Shushan!” he 
shouted. “I don’t care!” cried Vashti. “Then you 
must leave! You are no longer the queen,” the 
king said.

Once Vashti was gone, King Ahashverosh missed 
her. He was very lonely, and he decided to find a 
new queen.

Mordechai, a Jew who lived in Shushan, was the 
king’s friend. He had a kind and smart cousin 
named Esther. Mordechai told Esther, “I think you 
should go to the palace. I’m sure the king will 
choose you to be the new queen.” Esther said, 
“I’m not sure if I want to, but I will go and see.”

When the king met Esther he said, “You are a 
such a kind, friendly person. Will you marry me?” 
Esther decided to say yes.

They were married, and they were both happy. 
One person in Shushan who was not happy was 
Haman. He worked for the king and wore a three-
cornered hat. Haman liked to tell people what to 
do, and wanted everyone to bow down to him.

Esther’s cousin Mordechai would not bow to 
Haman, and Haman was angry. He went to see 
King Ahashverosh. He told the king, “Mordechai 
is Jewish and he won’t bow down to me. I think 
all the Jews should leave Shushan. They are 
different from us. They have their own ways of 
doing things. Let’s tell them to go away!”

The king listened to Haman and agreed, “OK, if 
you want, I guess the Jews will have to leave 
Shushan.” The Jewish people were sad. They did 
not want to leave Shushan.

Mordechai went to see Queen Esther. He told her, 
“Haman wants the Jews to leave Shushan. You 
must help us. Tell the king that you are Jewish.”


Esther was afraid that the king might be angry, 
but she knew she had to help the Jewish people. 
She went to see the king and said, “If Haman 
makes all the Jews of Shushan leave then I will 
have to leave too, because I am Jewish!”

King Ahashverosh was sad. He loved Esther. He 
didn’t want her to leave. He said, “Esther, I will 
help you and all the Jewish people. You can stay, 
but it sounds like Haman has been mean, so he 
should be the one to leave.”

Esther had helped the Jews of Shushan. Now 
that Haman was gone, King Ahashverosh was 
happy, Queen Esther was happy, Mordechai was 
happy, and all the people of Shushan were 
happy. Everyone was so happy that they decided 
to have a party!

They made delicious cookies called 
hamantaschen. The cookies have three corners, 
like Haman’s three-cornered hat. They are a way 
of saying, “Haman, you were not nice, so I’m 
going to eat your hat!”


FOR CHILDREN OF ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOL AGE 

A long time ago, many Jewish people lived in the 
city of Shushan in the country of Persia. The king 
of the country was named King Ahashverosh (A-
hash-vay-rosh) and the queen was named Queen 
Vashti.

King Ahashverosh loved to give big parties in his 
palace. One night, he had a party and called 
Queen Vashti to dance for his guests. Vashti did 

THE PURIM STORY

Purim story being acted out in The Jewish Theatre, 
Warsaw, Poland, 2009



not want to, so she sent a message to the king 
saying that she would not come dance. “Nobody 
says ‘No’ to the king,” said an angry 
Ahashverosh, “Vashti will no longer be my queen!” 
Vashti replied, “That’s fine with me. I’m tired of 
your parties!” So King Ahashverosh sent her 
away.

Soon the king grew lonely. He wanted a new 
queen. He sent messages throughout his country 
calling all young women who wanted to be queen 
to come to the palace. One who came was a Jew 
named Esther. She did not really want to go, but 
her cousin Mordechai said that he thought she 
should. “The king rules over us. If you become 
queen, perhaps someday you may be able to help 
people,” suggested Mordechai. Esther agreed, 
and she went. The king loved Esther. He asked 
her to be the queen, and she said yes.

King Ahashverosh had a chief assistant to help 
him with all his important work. His name was 
Haman. Haman was a selfish, mean, and greedy 
man. He would walk down the streets and tell 
everyone to bow down to him. People were afraid 
of him, so they bowed to him as he ordered.

But there was one person who refused to bow 
down. “I won’t bow down to any human,” he said, 
“I am a Jew. I bow down only to God, and Haman 
is not God.” This brave man was Esther’s cousin 
Mordechai. Haman became very angry when 
Mordecai refused to bow. Haman decided to 
punish all the Jews because of Mordechai. 
Haman did not know that Queen Esther was 
Jewish.

One day, Mordechai was standing outside the 
palace walls when he overheard two guards 
whispering about harming the king. Mordechai let 
the king know about it and saved him. The king 
was thankful and wanted to reward him. He gave 
Mordechai his best clothes to wear and told 
Haman to lead Mordechai through the streets of 
Shushan on the king’s most beautiful horse. This 
made Haman even angrier and more determined 
to punish all the Jews.

Esther heard about Haman’s plan. She wanted to 
tell the king and persuade him to stop Haman. 
But she knew that Haman was the king’s chief 
assistant, and that the king trusted him. She was 
afraid that the king would be angry and upset if 
she told him what Haman was planning, and how 
mean he really was.

Esther decided, though, that she needed to be 
brave, and to stand up for herself and her people. 
So one night she invited the king and Haman to a 

party. She told the king that Haman wanted to 
punish her. “I don’t want to punish you,” 
exclaimed Haman, “You are my queen.” “Well,” 
responded Esther, “you want to punish the Jewish 
people, and I am Jewish!” 
 
The king was shocked, and angry at Haman. He 
gave Haman’s job to Mordechai and sent Haman 
away. The Jews were very happy. They sang and 
danced and gave big parties and decided that 
every year they would celebrate Purim to honor 
Esther for her bravery.


WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM THIS STORY? 

The themes of Purim include overcoming 
oppression, staying true to one’s identity, the 
strength of women, courage to stand up for what 
is right, and how our choices can make a 
difference in the world. 
 
Some see Esther’s hiding of her religion, and later 
decision to reveal it, as an allegory for other 
groups who are under pressure to conceal their 
identity and work for ways to be free to reveal 
who they really are. Esther’s example may help us 
to think about ways to be brave in the struggle for 
human rights or liberation of many sorts. 
 
Vashti, the first queen we are introduced to in the 
Purim story, is also a hero. She stood up to her 
husband, choosing not to be a mere “plaything” 
for the amusement of the king and his guests. 
 
Besides the story, the holiday’s traditions of 
celebrating by making gifts of food and sharing 
them with friends, and giving food or money so 
that those who are hungry can eat, are important 
experiences of generosity and community. 
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