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SUMMARY
The book of Esther is a diaspora story, as is Daniel. But in Daniel, we see Daniel’s God. In Esther, God is nowhere to be found. No mention of religion. Why is Esther in the Bible at all?

AT A GLANCE
Female stars who were in charge of male subordinates in television and movie crime and detective stories used to be rare. Not anymore. One of the latest entries into the female superhero genre is Gal Gadot as Wonder Woman. But “wonder women” are as old as ancient Israel. Meet Esther, Queen of Persia.

ALTERNATE READINGS 
For material based on today’s psalm, see “Safe Surrender,” September 27, 2009. 

Edie Falco, who played a mob wife on The Sopranos and a junkie on Nurse Jackie, appeared in an eponymous role on “Tommy” as the first female police chief of the Los Angeles Police Department. You may not have caught her in action. The show was cancelled after one season. Still, Falco’s character was in charge for one season. She was the boss.
Female stars, lead detectives or commanding officers on TV shows are not big news. But in 1974, when Angie Dickinson played the policewoman of the show “Police Woman,” the idea of a female police officer sounded bizarre. Weird or not, when Sgt. “Pepper” Anderson yelled, “Freeze, turkey!” at a perp — they froze. 
More detective dramas with female leads appeared over the following decades. Like all TV series, some were good and some were bad. You may remember a few of them: Kyra Sedgwick in “The Closer,” Helen Mirren in “Prime Suspect,” Tyne Daly and Sharon Gless in “Cagney & Lacey,” Robin Tunney in “The Mentalist,” Stana Katic in “Castle” — there are many others.
Strong female leads also appear in films like The Devil Wears Prada, Kill Bill, Erin Brockovich, Miss Congeniality, Salt, and Whiskey Tango Foxtrot. The list goes on, and it’s a long one.
Wonder Woman leapt from 1940s comic book pages onto the small screen as a television series in 1975. The show starred Lynda Carter as a celebrated superhero alongside Lyle Waggoner. The role was reprised by Gal Gadot in Wonder Woman: Rise of the Warrior (2017). With a worldwide gross of more than $840 million, it became “the highest-grossing superhero origin film of all time.” Gadot’s second round was Wonder Woman 1984, released in December 2020. It grossed less than $170 million, although industry observers point out that not many theaters were available because of the Covid pandemic. 
Of course, every superhero needs super weapons, and Wonder Woman is no exception. Her arsenal of superpowers includes the Lasso of Truth, magic bracelets that can deflect objects including bullets, and a royal tiara that becomes a lethal projectile when needed. 
It’s relevant to discuss fictional female action figures who are well-known to the public because today’s Old Testament reading is from Esther. It tells a fabulous story of a woman who, against all odds, saved her people from extinction. We are not going to retell the story since you as the preacher already are quite familiar with it, and have no doubt considered it for sermonic treatment in the past. So, let’s get to it. What about this Esther “wonder woman” character?

Why Is Esther in the Bible?
There are at least three interesting notes about Esther. 
First: Esther’s a woman. The story line of Esther has contemporary appeal for many reasons, not the least of which is that Esther is a female hero in an era of hardcore, staunchly male, patriarchal and testosterone-driven good ole boys. She was a “Me Too” woman before the movement. Never did so much depend for so many upon one woman. Of the female biblical heroes, Deborah might also be included in a Wonder Woman category, but the scope of the salvation wrought by the daring of Esther is unmatched in Hebrew canonical literature. 
Yet, many have argued that Esther is not an admirable role model. Esther competed in a beauty contest of sorts, sponsored by the king of Persia around 450 B.C. She won the Miss Persia title, married the Gentile king and had sex with him. She apparently did not live as a Jew, was a part of the king’s harem, and lived in a Persian court. This is not a girl Jewish mothers would ask their daughters to emulate. Yet, there she is in the Bible of both Jews and Christians.
Second: Where’s God in all of this? The fact that the name of God is not mentioned in the narrative is a positive reason to exclude Esther from the Hebrew canon. That God is absent in Esther is unique to the Hebrew Bible and the Old and New Testaments of the Christian Bible. 
The name of God is not only absent, but so too is the presence of God. The psalms of David notwithstanding, there’s no better biblical example of Deus absconditus than this story. All the action in this drama is human action. There is no divine Deus ex machina to rescue any of the participants in this story.
Third: The total absence of Jewish religious practices in Esther. One possible exception is the mention of fasting in 4:16, but the fasting here comes as a request from Esther before she appears before the king. It is more of a “wish me good luck” request than a reference to a Jewish religious practice. 
So, we return now to the question: “Why include Esther in the biblical canon?” It’s an exciting story, to be sure. It’s Hollywood-worthy, and has made it to the silver screen, although not recently (Esther and the King [1960] starring Joan Collins as Esther and Richard Egan as Ahasuerus). But without a single reference to Yahweh or any mention of religious practices, why not move Esther to Jewish extra-canonical apocryphal literature where the story can take its place alongside similar narratives like Judith, for example, whose eponymous hero uses her beauty and coquettish personality to save Israel from destruction by decapitating the Assyrian General Holofernes?

Esther’s Message to Exiles
Here’s a possible reason Esther was included in Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, and within the answer, we will also find some resources for our lives today in the 21st century.
When Esther was written, Jews were not living in their homeland. They were dispersed and living in exile. So, Esther is a diaspora story, as is Daniel. 
This being true, the question for the exiled Jew becomes: How do I live as a Jew away from the temple, my homeland and my people?
Esther offers insight, and this is why Esther is in the Bible. The purpose of Esther is to remind post-exilic Jews that one can prosper in a foreign land as an exile without giving up one’s identity as a Jew.
In other words, if Esther can do it, so can you. After all, there were many forces positioned against her. She was a woman, and as such, essentially powerless and marginalized. As a female, even if she wanted to, she couldn’t just seek power in a male-dominant culture. 
In this respect, she’s like all Jewish people of her time. They are marginalized, disenfranchised and without power or the means of gaining power. 
But Esther, by winning that beauty contest, and then by being smart and gutsy, saves her people and in doing so demonstrates to Jewish exiles that they, too, can not only survive but thrive if they play their cards right. 
The exiles also learn from Esther that they don’t need to be conspicuously religious to survive in a foreign country. God is not mentioned. Religious practices are absent from the story. So Jewish identity is essentially ethnic, not religious. Dr. Sidnie Crawford, president of the W.F. Albright Institute of Archaeological Research in Jerusalem, notes, “It is who Esther is that makes her Jewish, rather than what she practices or believes.” 
The message to the exiles who cannot worship in the temple and therefore cannot be religious Jews is that they can certainly retain their ethnicity and avoid assimilation in the “melting pot of the ancient Near East.” 
Esther is a diaspora story. It is in the Bible but not because it is overtly religious as is Daniel, another diaspora narrative. Esther is in the Bible because the title character and the story itself serve as reminders that Jews could live and survive in the diaspora and throughout decades, centuries and millennia without a temple and a homeland.

So What?
If there is any book in the Bible — with the possible exception of Jude — that elicits the question, “So what?” it’s Esther. This is a great story, a riveting plot, fascinating characters, but what’s in it for me today? 
Most sermons about Esther insert God where God is absent, or talk about the importance of taking a well-timed risk, or that God (again) has a plan for our lives. 
But doesn’t it make more sense, and is it not truer to the text itself, to discuss the relevance of Esther to our contemporary lives without bringing God into the picture?
Here are a couple takeaways from Esther that are relevant to our own times. 
Takeaway Number 1: Esther is an in-your-face reality check to our relationship with the world. As Hauerwas and Willimon reminded us 25 years ago, we are “resident aliens.” We’re not immigrants in the sense that we’ve traveled from our homeland and expect to make our new host country a permanent home. No, the biblical idea is that we’re “passing through” this country, en route “to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Hebrews 11:10). Esther is a stark reminder of this. We don’t forget where we came from, or where we’re going. 
Takeaway Number 2: Esther reminds us that it is possible to live as a Christian in times that are completely unfavorable, even hostile, to us as believers and followers of Jesus. 
· Like Esther, we, too, were unable to attend worship in 2020. But the closing of church doors during the pandemic did not spell the end of the church as many thought it might. The gates of Covid-19 did not prevail against it. 
· While many suffered economically, we quickly adapted with work-arounds by staying at home and turning on Zoom, for example.
· We helped our children with distance learning. We learned how to worship virtually, how to study the Bible with online study groups.
· The sexual misconduct of Christian leaders did not bring down the church, nor has it dampened the faith of true believers.
· Even though there are more unchurched “Harrys and Marys” than ever before, the church survives and the needy and oppressed are lifted up. In the words of the liturgy, drawing on Deutero-Isaiah: Our mission is “to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and … to comfort all who mourn; to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit” (Isaiah 61:1-3).
· Like Esther, we are encouraged to challenge authorities, speak truth to power and take risks.
We learn from Esther that we can live as exiles in a foreign land. Like Abraham, we are “strangers and foreigners on the earth” (Hebrews 11:13). In broad strokes, Esther exemplifies the “can-do” attitude of such prophetic advisors as Jeremiah, who counseled the aliens in Babylon: “Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jeremiah 29:5-7).
Esther was truly a wonder woman at a time when the most powerful authorities of the world were against her. She dared to stand before the king and speak truth to power. Without the Lasso of Truth or magic bracelets, she found a way to get out the truth and dodge the bullets of her enemies. Although she no doubt had a royal tiara, she could not use it as a projectile, but she used what she had, and it brought down her enemies and saved her people. 
Throughout history, even U.S. history, she has inspired countless, especially those seeking freedom. Consider the case of Sojourner Truth, whose very name underscores one of the lessons we glean from Esther. Sojourner Truth was an American abolitionist and women’s rights activist. Truth was born into slavery in Swartekill, N.Y., but escaped with her infant daughter to freedom in 1826. After going to court to recover her son in 1828, she became the first black woman to win such a case against a white man (Wikipedia). 
At a Women’s Rights Convention in New York City in 1853, Sojourner Truth was one of the speakers. Although she was illiterate, she knew her Bible stories. She told the conferees: “Queen Esther come forth, for she was oppressed, and felt there was a great wrong and she said I will die or I will bring my complaint before the king. Should the king of the United States be greater, or more crueler, or more harder?”
Sojourner Truth and Esther are models for us to emulate regardless of our gender.
Like her, we can find a way to be victorious, whatever the pandemic, however nasty the culture wars or despite the economic fluctuations of our host country. Even when God appears to hide the divine presence from human view, we know, as did Esther and Sojourner, that God covers and protects us and is still very much a “hands-on” God.
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Appelo, Tim. “12 female TV crime solvers who got the job done.” AARP.org, February 6, 2020. Retrieved March 26, 2021.
Berlin, Adele. “The Book of Esther.” myjewishlearning.com. N.d. Retrieved April 1, 2021.
Drazin, Israel. “Rabbi Soloveitchik’s view of Esther.” blogs.timesofisrael.com, February 25, 2018. Retrieved April 3, 2021.
Hauerwas, Stanley, William H. Willimon. Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony. Abingdon Press,  2014.
Hughes, Mark. “‘Wonder Woman’ is officially the highest-grossing superhero origin film.” Forbes.com. November 2, 2017. Retrieved April 5, 2021.
Kirsch, Jonathan. “Book review: The story of Esther meets the story of America.”  jewishjournal.com, February 15, 2021. Retrieved April 3, 2021.
Strobel, Lee. Inside the Mind of Unchurched Harry and Mary. Zondervan, 1993.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
September 26, 2021, Cycle B
Psalm 124
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 124 is an exuberant hymn expressing the community of Israel's deep relief, gratitude and praise to the Lord for delivering them from peril. "A Song of Ascents" likely relates to the people or priests of Israel as they were geographically and spiritually going up to Jerusalem or to the temple. Verses 1b-5 are composed of one extended conditional expression. Verses 1b-2 have a duplicated-for-literary-effect "if" clause, followed in verses 3-5 by three "then" clauses, in which each verse begins with the same Hebrew particle. The NRSV-translated "on our side" can more simply be translated "for us." If it had not been for the Lord's presence with the people of Israel when they were attacked, they would have had no hope. Several related consequences would have ensued, as verses 3-5 depict vividly: The enemies "would have swallowed us up alive," for example. We don't know what threatening event is being spoken of in Psalm 124. But God has delivered his people from the menace. Verse 8 is the capstone of Psalm 124: "Our help is in the name of the LORD, who made heaven and earth." The word “help” in Psalm 124:8 is 'ezer in Hebrew (as in Ebenezer, see 1 Samuel 7:12). This often means God's military assistance. Verse 8's "The name of the LORD" appears 109 times in the NRSV, 83 of which are in the OT proper; of the 83, various psalms use the expression "the name of the LORD" 20 times. Shem YHWH ("the name of the LORD") is highly significant theologically.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Good News! God Is on OUR Side! Hurray! The idea that any Christian, or group of Christians, should claim that God is aligned with their side, and not someone else's, is rather distasteful to most Christians of a generous and thoughtful disposition. In any case, how dangerous, not to speak of arrogant, is it to claim to know the mind and thoughts of God (see Isaiah 55:8-9)?! Yet, re-read the first verse of this psalm. "If it had not been the LORD who was on our side …" The phrase is repeated in verse 2. Wait! The Lord does take sides! Woo-hoo! Often, we hear the expression, "It's not a question of whether the Lord is on our side; it's a question of whether we are on the Lord's side." Yet, verses 1 and 2 seem to suggest that it is permissible to assert that it was the Lord "who was on our side." That's pretty good news! The task of the preacher, then, is to identify when a Christian might positively and absolutely be certain that, in such-and-such a situation, God is on his or her side.

James 5:13-20
What Does the Text Say?
This reading closes the so-called “epistle” of James. Verses 13 and 14 open this text by making use of a diatribe style. This rhetorical device, which occurs elsewhere in James (cf. 2:18, 20; 4:4), constructs a dialogue with an imaginary interlocutor in order to prove a point. In verses 13-14, the point is that many presumed problems can be overcome through prayer and participation in the life of the church. While the prayer mentioned in verse 13 may not immediately evoke a setting of communal worship, the singing of songs likely would. The connection to the larger Christian body is continued in verse 14, as the author recommends that the sick person seek the assistance of the elders of the church. Verse 16 marks a subtle shift in the text from the third person to the second person. Where verse 15 is for “anyone,” verse 16 is for “you.” The “you” here in the Greek is plural, and so, while the grammatical shift is noticeable, a change in the sense of the message is far less perceptible. Indeed, the instructions in verse 16 seem to be a summation of what followed in verses 14 and 15. Verses 19 and 20 appear to introduce a rather new topic. This introduction so close to the letter’s conclusion seems rather odd. Nonetheless, the practical topic of restoring a wanderer to the community could be well-placed here at the end of a letter that often deals with larger matters of theology and philosophy. This final section of James addresses several practical matters that have not been addressed previously in the letter. By emphasizing the need of individuals to stay connected to the life of church, the author is able to use these practical instructions to undergird the larger point that the Christian community is to be one marked by interdependence on one another and on the power of prayer.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
It’s What We Do. Any group, organization, corporation, association or committee must have some idea of why it exists and what it does. When the church gathers and when it disperses into the world, what does it do? This text provides some answers. Primarily, the church prays. This is a huge theme of these final verses of the apostle James’ letter. But the church also prays for the suffering, and when they suffer, the church suffers, too. The church also sings. The church anoints those who are ill and prays for them. The people of the church confess their sins to each other. And the church tries to bring back into the fold those who have wandered away. The whole witness of Scripture might suggest that there are other ministries of the church, but this is what James has to say in his parting comments.

Mark 9:38-50
What Does the Text Say?
The pericope opens with John reporting to Jesus that they saw another person casting out an evil spirit in Jesus' name (v. 38). The disciples dispute the right of this person to engage in such activity since he was not following them. Here, however, not only do the disciples not understand the nature of the kingdom, but they are also leaning toward exclusivism in which only those who are among the Twelve can engage in the acts of God. Jesus rejects this viewpoint, arguing that the kingdom of God includes more than just the disciples. Jesus' statement that one should not reject "whoever is not against us" coheres with his previous statements in verses 33-37 that one should not desire to be great but welcome even little children in his name. The kingdom of God is an inclusive one, receiving children and those considered "outside" the religious circle. Accordingly, in verse 42, Jesus continues this theme of inclusion by emphasizing the seriousness of harming or causing one of the little ones in the kingdom to stumble (skandalizw) or sin. The image of such a person cast into the sea with a millstone around [his] neck speaks eloquently of total annihilation. According to Jesus, it is better for a person to be drowned in the sea before committing an act which would cause a believer to stumble. Significantly, the verb skandalizw ("cause to stumble") occurs four times in verses 42-47. The use of the verb in verse 42 has a communal application, i.e., causing others in the community to stumble or sin. In verses 43-47, Mark applies the term to the individual believer, which suggests that causing someone else in the community to sin is just as egregious an act as someone's sinning individually. The word translated as hell in verses 43-47 is Gehenna, which is a transliteration of the Hebrew phrase "valley of Hinnom," a place located west and south of Jerusalem. During the OT period, this place was known for being a location in which children were sacrificed by fire to the pagan gods Moloch and Baal (Jeremiah 7:31; 32:35). After this practice ceased due to the reforms implemented by King Josiah (2 Kings 23:10), the valley was used as a trash dump where fires continually burned to consume the garbage. It was also known as a place where maggots constantly fed and multiplied. Eventually, in some strands of Jewish thought, this valley became associated with what the wicked would experience in the future, one in which "their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched" (v. 48).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
In Surgery with Dr. Jesus. The heading in the NRSV before verse 42 is "Temptations to Sin." What follows is a series of suggestions from Jesus about possible — and necessary — amputations to preserve one's spiritual and eternal life. The feet, hands and eyes are mentioned. Jesus says, essentially, that if a hand, foot or eye leads you into sin, it would be better to amputate the hand or foot, or pluck out the eye, and enter the kingdom maimed, than to have two of each and go to hell damned. Yet, of course, it would an unspeakable horror if any Christian carried out such advice. (Think, for example, of Origen's alleged self-mutilation.) This passage should be compared to Matthew 5:27-30, where Jesus is cited as making similar comments. Jesus is ridiculing possible excuses that are offered when people fall into sin. His thought here is this: "If you claim that your hand, foot or eye led you to sin, then it would be better to get rid of the offending members and save your soul." Of course, getting rid of one foot, hand and eye leaves a member of the pairs still intact, and these, too, will, no doubt, later lead the person making this lame excuse into sin, as well. Amputate your remaining limbs, and pluck out your second eye and soon you're a blind and limping believer. Ridiculous, and Jesus knows it. He has made it clear: Temptation and evil come from within. The hands, feet and eyes are directed by an inner will and spirit, and any restorative and redemptive activity must begin there — in the heart. Jesus already said, "For it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come" (7:21; see Matthew 15:18-20). So, Jesus is not recommending surgery in any real or physical sense; he demolishes our feeble excuses, and points us, instead, to the need for "inside out" renewal.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

##

	I can't help but wonder if, in the courts of our Kings and Presidents and political leaders, there might be contemporary Esthers representing alternative voices, various religions, unforeseen tribes and marginalized cultures so that there might be a moment of surprising understanding.
Here, with access to the King, Esther asks for the fate of her people to be considered so that Haman's plot will not come to pass. Her courage is laudable. But that courage comes first through a willingness to be present in the court of the perceived enemy. She has gained his trust, his ear, his desire to act on her behalf; only because she has allowed herself access and openness to the enemy despite her circumstances.
—Lisa Nichols Hickman, “Eating with the Enemy: Esther's Story,” Beliefnet.com.
https://www.beliefnet.com/columnists/onscripture/2012/09/eating-with-the-enemy-esthers-story.html.
Retrieved April 15, 2021.

##

	I would be willing to bet good money that most of you listening have never heard of Vashti. If that is the case, don't feel that you have flunked the latest biblical literacy test. No one knows about Vashti. And the reason, I think, is that her story is what I would call a dangerous memory.
	"Dangerous memories" are exactly what they sound like: things that really happened, but that are too damaging, or too racy, or just too embarrassing to remember. …
	We have to remember that Esther, who is only crowned because she hides the dangerous memory of her Jewish heritage, chooses to risk her life when she discovers a plot to slaughter all Jews in the realm. She realizes that God may have sent her to the kingdom "for such a time as this," and she decides to speak up on behalf of her people. When we read the book of Esther at all, we usually read that part of the story. But I wonder whether Esther would have ever found the courage to do as she did if she did not have the example of Vashti, her predecessor, the woman who just said no. In an age when women did not have a purpose, any purpose, other than that of being decorative and fertile, Vashti cut new ground. No, she said, I am more than a cheap thrill. I am more than a decorative display. I am a human being, with integrity and self-respect, and here, I draw the line: I say no.
	Esther finishes what Vashti started. Together, their story is a sacred memory of how women, or any oppressed people, can overturn a world by just saying no. It is a story of how we are so connected that one injustice can lead to another; one resistance can give rise to another. Isn't it odd, then, that in the eyes of the church, this sacred memory has become a dangerous memory? Why have we not heard this story? What is so dangerous about it?
	Maybe the church has thought that Vashti challenges the order of the day in a dangerous way. She does, after all, say NO to the king. What if everyone said no to the king? What if every woman said no to a man? Maybe the church has not wanted us to consider a world in which subjects just say no to their leaders and women just say no to men.
—Anna Carter Florence, “The Woman Who Just Said No,” sermon on Esther 1:1–2:4, Day1.org.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf2002672/the_woman_who_just_said_no.
Retrieved April 15, 2021.

##

	But then there was also Queen Esther, a good-looking Jewish girl who was both a cousin of Mordecai's and Xerxes' second wife. As soon as she got wind of what Haman was up to, she decided to do what she could to save her people from the gas-chamber. Xerxes had a rather short fuse, and you had to know how to handle him, but she planned her strategy carefully, and by the time she was through, she'd not only talked him out of letting the Jews get exterminated but had gotten him to hang Haman from the same gallows that had been set up for Mordecai. She even managed to persuade Xerxes to give Mordecai Haman's old job.
	Unfortunately, the end of the story is less edifying. Not content with having saved their people and taken care of Haman, Esther and Mordecai used their new power to orchestrate the slaughter of 75,000 of their old enemies. The whole unpleasant account is contained in the book of Esther, which has the distinction of being the only book in the Bible where the name of God isn't even mentioned. There seems every reason to believe that he considered himself well out of it.
—Frederick Buechner, Beyond Words: Daily Readings in the ABC’s of Faith (HarperOne, 2009), 417.

##

	In 1978, Lisa Halaby was a kind of royalty in her own right: wealthy and well-schooled, American aristocracy by way of a Lebanese-Syrian immigrant grandfather. Her father was appointed by President John F. Kennedy to lead what was then the Federal Aviation Agency, and later served as chairman of Pan American World Airways. …
	Trained in architecture and urban planning, she was already an independent, accomplished professional by the time she met [Jordan’s King] Hussein — a thrice-married widower 16 years her senior and several inches shorter than the statuesque Halaby. And the king was still mourning the death of his beloved third wife, Queen Alia, in a 1977 helicopter crash.
“I will not deny that the idea of being his fourth wife, or anybody’s fourth wife, was troubling to me,” Noor wrote in her 2003 autobiography, Leap of Faith.
	But what ensued, by all accounts, was a notably egalitarian partnership, particularly by regional and royal standards. And the union lasted until his death — longer than the king’s three previous marriages combined.
	Many Jordanians were initially suspicious of this foreign-born woman, a Christian convert to Islam, but she was determined to win over her new compatriots. Having taken the name Noor al Hussein — “Light of Hussein” — she perfected her Arabic and mastered the traditions and gestures of Jordan’s conservative culture.
	At the same time, she pursued progressive reforms such as the economic empowerment of Bedouin women, and raised eyebrows among some Jordanians by tooling around, tousle-haired, on the back of Hussein’s motorcycle. …
	Outside Jordan, the queen’s Jackie Kennedy-like mystique helped raise Jordan’s profile, sometimes rattling the kingdom’s largely somnolent diplomatic corps. Her personal brand of soft statecraft aided in shaping Jordan’s international image as an island of relative stability and moderation, and its position as an important US ally.
—“Queen Noor of Jordan: how the US-born royal became a respected symbol of ‘grace, style and courage’ in the Middle Eastern kingdom,” scmp.com.
https://www.scmp.com/magazines/style/celebrity/article/3128947/queen-noor-jordan-how-us-born-royal-became-respected.
Retrieved April 15, 2021.

##

	Don’t miss the fact that we have a mini-gospel here. The great king Ahasuerus, ruler over practically the whole world, is a clumsy parody of God. Mordecai is a kind of Adam, whose pride puts his whole people at the point of death. Haman is a kind of Satan. And Esther is a kind of Jesus, at the right hand of God, laying down her life for the salvation of the Jews. The whole story of Esther by the way is structured around 10 meals, just as the Bible is a story stretched between the first meal of Adam and Eve, the Last Supper of Jesus and the disciples, and the final heavenly banquet of the kingdom of God.
	Esther does save her people. She does so because she is stirred to an act of extraordinary fortitude. …
	The story teaches us a number of general lessons. It teaches us that life under arbitrary authority is dangerous for everybody, especially women and minority ethnic groups. It teaches us that power is not simply an all or nothing thing — Esther is queen and yet still vulnerable, she is a Jew and yet she can marry the most powerful man in the world, she can be unaware that she is shortly to be executed yet she can wrap the king around her little finger. …
	But the heart of the story lies in these echoing words, words which I hope make your stomach tighten and your breath falter just as much as if Mordecai were saying them to you today. “Perhaps you have come to this place, to this moment, to these people, to this challenge, for just such a time as this.”
—Samuel Wells, “For such a time as this,” faithandleadership.com, February 1, 2009.
https://faithandleadership.com/such-time.
Retrieved April 16, 2021.

##

	Although the name Esther is very popular as a Jewish name, it is actually derived from the Persian. The rabbis of the Talmud (Chullin 139b), however, trace the name to Deuteronomy 31:18, where God says He will “surely hide His face” from the Jewish people: “Anochi hasterastir et panai.” In a play on words, the rabbis are saying that the book of Esther represents a time when God is not found, is “hidden,” when the Divine Presence seems to be obscured. Yet, in the end, the people are saved.
	It is interesting to note that the name of God does not appear even once in the entire scroll of Esther. This absence leads scholars to question its inclusion in the biblical canon. However, Jewish tradition says that although God is not directly present, His guiding hand is evident in how all the random details of the narrative come together at the conclusion of the story. …
It has been a year of the coronavirus and restrictions are still in place. We need to remain vigilant, despite our “fatigue,” to keep each other safe — with vaccines, with masks, with social distancing, still. We need our faith even now! Because we may not see God, we still must have faith that the Lord is watching us, is with those who suffered losses, and is giving strength to caregivers to assist the ill.
—Rabbi Fred Hyman, “Faith Matters: A year later in a pandemic,” New Haven Register, February 19, 2021.
https://www.nhregister.com/living/article/Faith-Matters-A-year-later-in-a-pandemic-15956987.php.
Retrieved April 16, 2021.

##

	We are fearful people. We are afraid of conflict, war, an uncertain future, illness, and, most of all, death. This fear takes away our freedom and gives our society the power to manipulate us with threats and promises. When we can reach beyond our fears to the One who loves us with a love that was there before we were born, and will be there after we die, then oppression, persecution, and even death will be unable to take away our freedom.
—Henri J.M. Nouwen, Our Greatest Gift: A Meditation on Dying and Caring (HarperOne, 2009).

##

COMMENTARY
Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22
Your investment of a pleasant hour reading the whole book of Esther will reward you. Not only is it a good read, with twists and turns (it is often likened to a brief historical novel), but you will receive insights for preaching an often-ignored slice of biblical life. Some portions of Esther are troubling, but more are fascinating. And God may be travelling incognito within its pages.
King Ahasuerus (the Persian emperor Xerxes I, who ruled from 486 to 465 B.C.) had deposed beautiful Queen Vashti for defying him publicly. After a while he sought a new queen; appealing young women from all over his vast realm were brought into his harem. Among them was Hadassah, also called Esther, the cousin and adopted daughter of Mordecai the Jew. Mordecai instructed her not to reveal herself as a Jew or as his relative. They were among other diaspora Jews, descended from those exiled from their homeland by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. Esther pleased the king so much that he made her his queen. Mordecai became a hero when he thwarted an assassination plot against the king. But a bad guy, Haman, is promoted to the most powerful position in the realm. Everyone bowed down before him except Mordecai. Haman was so enraged that he determined to destroy not only Mordecai but all the Jews. A lot (pur in Hebrew) was cast to determine the best day to carry out the genocide. The upcoming March 7 [NLT] was selected. The king agreed to Haman's empire-wide destruction of the Jews, issuing an irrevocable decree. Mordecai got wind of this and got word to Queen Esther, asking her to go to the king and plead for mercy for their people. Esther responded: Anyone who appears uninvited before the king will be killed; and the king hasn't called for me for 30 days (so she might be out of favor). Mordecai responded (4:14): “[I]f you keep silence at such a time as this, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another quarter [God?], but you and your father's family will perish. Who knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this.” Esther asked that the Jews of Susa (a Persian capital) fast on her behalf. “After that I will go to the king, though it is against the law; and if I perish, I perish” (4:16). Esther did go before the king, and he accepted her. She asked him to invite Haman to a private banquet she was putting on for the king. In the meantime, Haman was fuming with anger at Mordecai, so he intended to ask the king the next morning to execute him. About that time, the king realized that he had never honored Mordecai for earlier saving him from assassination. Just then, Haman arrives, about to ask the king to kill Mordecai. The king asked Haman what should be done to honor a man who pleases him. Haman thought he himself was to be honored and suggested something lavish. “‘Excellent!’ the king said to Haman. ‘Quick! Take the robes and my horse, and do just as you have said for Mordecai the Jew. ... Leave out nothing you have suggested!’” (6:10 NLT).
Chapters 7-10 (including our lectionary passages) continue the story. At a banquet attended by the king, Haman and Queen Esther, she finally reveals the cause of her distress, pleading with the king to keep her people from annihilation. “Then King Ahasuerus said to Queen Esther, ‘Who is he, and where is he, who has presumed to do this?’ Esther said, ‘A foe and enemy, this wicked Haman!’ Then Haman was terrified before the king and the queen” (7:5-6). The king ordered Haman’s hanging/impalement on the same gallows (NRSV)/sharpened pole (NLT) that he had prepared for Mordecai! The king then gave Mordecai Haman's former position. Esther again went uninvited before the king, to plead that he do something about the still-in-effect decree to attack Jews. He sent out another empire-wide decree that the Jews could defend their lives by annihilating anyone who might attack them. Jews became honored and feared; some people even became Jews. Chapter 9:1 (NLT) states: “So on March 7 the two decrees of the king were put into effect. On that day, the enemies of the Jews had hoped to overpower them, but quite the opposite happened [emphasis added]. It was the Jews who overpowered their enemies.” They slaughtered thousands of non-Jews, including the 10 sons of Haman. The victorious Jews held a two-day celebration, which would become an annual event. Verses 9:24, 26a, 28b (NLT) state: “Haman …, the enemy of the Jews, had plotted to crush and destroy them on the date determined by casting lots (the lots were called purim). …That is why this celebration is called Purim. … This Festival … would never cease to be celebrated among the Jews, nor would the memory of what happened ever die out among their descendants.”
And Jews continue to celebrate Purim to this day. Esther is read aloud, accompanied by cheers and jeers, depending on which character is named. Esther and Mordecai continue to be honored for their wit, bravery, and skill at maneuvering their way around court intrigue and protocol, in a setting where women and Jews had little power. Diaspora Judaism survives against the odds.
Persia (modern-day Iran) is mentioned in several later biblical texts; e.g., it is prominent in Ezra and Daniel. Emperor Cyrus the Great (500s B.C.) authorized Jewish exiles to go home and rebuild the temple.
Esther is in the third portion of the Hebrew Bible, the Writings (ketubim). It is only 10 chapters long. No explicit mention of God, torah (God's law/instruction) or Jewish religious beliefs and practices (except fasting) appear in the Hebrew. But Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches accept as canonical more than 100 additional originally Greek verses, which do mention God and Jewish religious traditions.
Esther is the only book of the OT that does not appear among the Dead Sea Scrolls, perhaps because it does not explicitly mention God. Even so, God's presence and providence may be involved behind the scenes, such as within the multiple “coincidences”; and see 4:14 above. There are parallels to the stories of the God-aided Joseph and Daniel, who both received remarkable honors and positions in foreign lands. Further, some assert a few incidences of acrostically combined letters which would spell out “YHWH” [Yahweh/the LORD] in Hebrew.
The historical accuracy of Esther vis-à-vis Persian court-life, customs and history is debated, with evidence pro and con. Irrespective of that, it is an amazing piece of biblical literature, with plot developments revealing reversals of “fortune” between Haman and Mordecai, and between those who would destroy Jews and the Jews themselves. The expressions “poetic justice” and “being hoisted by one's own petard” come to mind.
The vengeance-taking offends certain readers, but in Esther's biblical context, it is seen as justly righting a wrong, turning the tables on oppressors. See Psalms 7:14-16; 9:15-17; 149:5-9; 124 (all).

CHILDREN’S SERMON
Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22
Hold up a really ugly hat and ask if any of the children want to wear it. Ask them to imagine that they have to wear the hat every day and be teased by other children. Have them tell you how that would make them feel. Then ask the other children if it would be hard to be friends with the child in the ugly hat, and if they would find it difficult to defend the child from teasing. Let them know that there are some people who get picked on a lot — and it is usually for their race or religion, not for wearing an ugly hat. Tell them the story of Queen Esther, a Jewish woman who saved the lives of all the Jewish people in the land that stretched from India to Ethiopia. Explain that she could have kept quiet, but she stood up for people who were being picked on, and she asked the powerful king to spare the lives of the Jewish people (Esther 7:3). Ask the children to tell you why it is sometimes hard to stand up for a person who is different. Encourage them to put on the ugly hat, and see what it feels like to be different. Close by encouraging them to stand up for anyone who is being teased or hurt or left out, just because they don’t look like everyone else.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: When we are afraid,
People: May we sense our risen Lord ever near.
Leader: When we feel alone,
People: May we sense our risen Lord always present.
Leader: When we cry out, “Where is our God?”
People: May we sense our risen Lord close by our side.
Leader: When we feel the world in turmoil,
People: May we feel our risen Lord calming our lives.
Leader: When we feel at a loss,
People: May our risen Lord fill us with courage.
All: May we give thanks for God’s many blessings. Fill us now with thanks and praise as we rejoice in song.

Prayers — General
O God, in mystery and silence you are present in our lives, bringing new life out of destruction, hope out of despair, growth out of difficulty. We thank you that you do not leave us alone but labor to make us whole. Help us to perceive your unseen hand in the unfolding of our lives and to attend to the gentle guidance of your Spirit, that we may know the joy you give your people. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Leader: Go forth remembering the journey in the Spirit is filled with risk.
People: So we are not in control.
Leader: There will always be uncertainty on the journey in the Spirit.
People: So we cannot predict the outcome.
Leader: Yet, the journey in the Spirit always results in our growth.
People: So it requires our total dependence on God.
Leader: Go with God and enjoy the trip!

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Give to the Winds Thy Fears
Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise
God of Grace and God of Glory

Worship and Praise 
Good Grace (Hillsong)
I Will Wait for You (Shane & Shane)
God of Wonders (Baloche)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Eighteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22
Psalm 124
James 5:13-20
Mark 9:38-50
