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Esther 7:1-10, 9:2-22

“For Just Such a Time As This”

One of the blessings of using the Revised Common Lectionary (RCL), that 3 year cycle of bible readings from which I preach, is that it gives all of us the chance to delve into the bible’s books in detail.  The hope is that by the time we’re done cycling through a book, like the Gospel of Mark, you’ll know the book well.

One of the downfalls of following the lectionary is that some books get short-changed.  Esther is one of them.  The book of Esther only appears once, every three years, in the lectionary.  Since today’s the day it appears, I figure it is a good opportunity for me to teach you something about this little known book.

I suspect this is the first time some of you heard Esther’s story.  It’s only the second sermon I have preached on it and prior to the Presbyterian Women studying it a few years ago, I only knew the general outline of the story.  It is an important book for Jews because it tells about the first feast of Purim.  Purim is a loud and joyous sacred holiday with lots of appetizers and cocktails where the audience, often dressed in costumes, participates in the reading of Esther by booing, hissing and cheering as the drama unfolds.  Since I don’t have hors d’oeuvres or martinis for you, we’ll skip that part.

For Christians, Esther is an enigma. Esther’s actions are morally questionable, and God is never mentioned.  Yes, you heard me correctly, God is never mentioned in the entire book of Esther.  

So, what in the world is this little book doing in our Bible?  In order to know why you have to know Esther’s story.  And since today’s reading enters the book ½ through, I’ll tell it to cliff notes style:

Once upon a time there was a king who ruled over the world from India to Ethiopia; his name was Ahasuerus.  And he was not very bright.  Since his first queen left him, he needed a new queen, so he summoned all the women from his 127 provinces so he might choose the loveliest as his queen.  He chose Esther.

Though the king didn’t know it, Esther was a Jew and an orphan under the care of her cousin Mordecai.  Mordecai advised Esther to marry the king, even though he was not Jewish.  Esther was a poor woman and Ahasuerus was the king.  It was really the only option she had.  She never told him she was a Jew.  

After she was named queen, Esther’s cousin Mordecai would sit outside the palace gates to sneak a peak at the newly named queen.  In the king’s employ was a wicked man named Haman. Every day Haman would walk past Mordecai and others at the palace gates.  All of the men, except Mordecai, would bow to the evil Haman.  Mordecai’s refusal to bow so infuriated Haman that he plotted to kill all the Jews.  He saw them as troublesome people who would never obey the king.  Haman told all of this to King Ahasuerus who agreed to the plot.  Remember, the king wasn’t the brightest bulb in the box and all he really cared about was having a beautiful queen and people who were loyal.  So, by order of the king and Haman’s smarmy ways, all the Jews would be slain.

Obviously, Jews were distressed by this horrible news.  Mordecai sent news of the plan to Esther, begging her to help.  “Who knows?” asked Mordecai, “maybe you have been put in the palace for a moment such as this.”

Now, in those days it was hard to see the king, even if you were the queen.  Even the queen had to ask permission.  If she showed up unsummoned she could be killed.  Esther reminds Mordecai of this, and Mordecai reminds Esther that she is the only hope her people have.

Esther is tormented by this and lays awake 3 nights wondering what she should do.  Finally she decides she will go, saying, “If I perish, I perish.”

Esther entered the court of the king and, once again, won his favor.  The king asked her, “Esther, what is your request?”  Whatever you want is yours.”

Well, Esther’s smart.  Instead of asking the king to undo his plot to kill the Jews (which would have been the obvious solution), she invited the king and Haman to a banquet. Haman was so happy to know he was in tight with the king and queen that he went home celebrating and boasting.  He even prepared a gallows on which to hang old Mordecai.

The banquet was a great affair but Esther was too nervous to tell the king she was Jewish and would be killed with the others.  So, at the end of the evening, Esther invited Haman and the king back for another banquet the next evening.  They agreed.  (This is where our reading for today opened.)

The next night, the king was so happy that he asked Esther again what she wanted and promised her half his kingdom.  Esther, finally having the courage to speak, said, “Dear king, there is an evil man who wants to kill me and my people.  Let me and my people live.  This is all I ask.”

“What?” said the king, “tell me who he is”.  “It’s the wicked Haman,” said Esther.  Well, the king was so outraged that he ordered Haman to be killed immediately on the very gallows he had prepared for Mordecai.  And to this day, the Jews celebrate Purim in honor of Esther, a woman who risked her life to save her people. 

Thus ends your Cliff Notes version of the book of Esther.  

Now, it’s been a long, long time since I relied on Cliff’s Notes.  But if I remember correctly, Cliff’s Notes gets the story straight but leaves out all the intrigue and innuendo.  So while you now know the basic plot of the story-that a beautiful, young, foreign, woman can rise to royal favor in a foreign world, become queen, save her king’s life, her own, and her people’s lives and have a party thrown in her honor, what you missed is that she does all of that by breaking the rules.  Her actions are questionable and she defies the rules of her own religion.  She lives in the most secular and least holy of cities and she’s thoroughly and pleasingly enmeshed in it.  She shows wisdom, but she’s conniving.  She saves the day for her people, but a day of retribution will come for all the Jews’ enemies, even those who had nothing to do with Haman’s plans.  

I guess what I’m trying to say is that while Esther’s actions do save the day, they do so in a questionable manner.  One can’t help but ask while reading this story, “Do two (or more) wrongs really make a right?”  Are there times when morally dubious circumstances call for action in order for peace and justice to occur?  And what does God have to do with it?  Because even though God is never mentioned in this book, it is in the Bible.

Now, we don’t have to look as far back as Esther’s story to ask these questions.  Take everything we’ve learned about Iran in the past few days.  What do we do?  What if diplomacy doesn’t work?  Do we try to stop them, even if that means by force?  When do the needs of the many outweigh the rights of a few? 

In the case of Esther, her actions were questionable.  No doubt about it.  Pointing the finger at Haman, knowing it would result in his execution, was wrong.  But, getting rid of Haman meant saving the lives of thousands of people.  

Denying her Jewish heritage was wrong, but denying it gained her a seat in the palace which, meant she was in a place of power to influence the king.

At many turns Esther’s actions were devious, but if she hadn’t of taken them thousands of lives would have been lost.  And the evil Haman would still be in power.

One scholar says this about Esther: “A decree calling for the complete elimination of the Jews prompts in Esther a spirit not unlike that of other women who suffered extremes of oppression, like Anne Frank. In the midst of extreme oppression, disobedience, trickery, and deception appear to be essential for survival-a last resort survival technique. The Book of Esther mandates doing whatever you have to do to survive . . .”

And Esther seems to do just that.  She does whatever it takes to survive and keep her fellow Jews alive, even if it means securing the execution of Mordecai and 75,000 Persians.

Esther has no guarantees that her actions will prove beneficial.  Esther demonstrates a willingness to trust in the unseen workings of God while tortured by the fear that her sacrifice in the end may come to nothing.  For all she knows, the king may decide to dispose of her instead of Haman.  She knows he disposed of his first queen for her refusal to dance at a party.  Who isn’t to say that he would dispose of his second queen for being Jewish and calling out his most trusted advisor?  

Because we’ve never lived like Esther, we take for granted that we live in a time and place where we have the privilege of using God’s name privately or publicly, and reverently or flippantly.  But there are entire populations who must trust that even though God cannot be named, God is at work to put things right and to deal justly with people.  Who isn’t to say Esther is not in the same position?

Look, I don’t want it to sound like I’m trying to excuse Esther’s actions or that I’m trying to glorify her.  But we have to assume that Esther was included in the Bible for a reason, and we have to remember the Bible is, at its core, a book about God and God’s interactions with people and God’s love for people.  So while there’s a lot in this story that doesn’t sit right with me, we have to assume that even though God isn’t named, God is present because despite the obstacles, good triumphs over evil.

I think that the fact that we’re stuck with this Godless book in a book that is all about God, tells us the answer to that question in this instance is YES.  Two wrongs do make a right.  (Don’t tell my kids I said that.)  

There’s much in the story of Esther with which to disagree.  But as Mordecai reminds his dear cousin, she is the only hope they have. And through her, God works in a very mysterious way.

Flash forward a thousand years or so, and we have Jesus and the disciples still on the road facing yet another dilemma.

In today’s story from Mark, the disciples want to exclude a successful healer because he is not one of them.  But Jesus tells them, don’t exclude him, because “whoever is not against is for us.”  It’s Jesus’ way of reminding those slow-on-the-uptake disciples that God works how, when and where God pleases, through whom God pleases, and not just in the limiting ways we might want or imagine.

Esther works in a way we might not like or imagine, but sometimes that is the way God works.  For right or for wrong.

Amen.

