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** Please note that the sermon as preached may not match the sermon as printed **

For our text for today we return to chapter 4, which is the point when the crisis of the King
of Persia’s decree to kill the Jews becomes personal for Queen Esther,

Esther 4:1-17

4 When Mordecai learned what had been done, he tore his clothes, dressed in mourning
clothes, and put ashes on his head. Then he went out into the heart of the city and cried
out loudly and bitterly. 2He went only as far as the King’s Gate because it was against the
law for anyone to pass through it wearing mourning clothes. 3Atthe same time, in every
province and place where the king’s order and his new law arrived, a very great sadness
came over the Jews. They gave up eating and spent whole days weeping and crying out
toudly in pain. Many Jews lay on the ground in mourning clothes and ashes, *When Esther’s
female servants and eunuchs came and told her about Mordecai, the queen’s whole body
showed how upset she was. [other translations read that she was deeply distressed, or
stunned.] She sent everyday clothes for Mordecai to wear instead of mourning clothes, but
he refected them.

SEsther then sent for Hathach, one of the royal eunuchs whose job it was to wait on her,
She ordered him to go to Mordecai and find out what was going on and why he was acting
this way. 8Hathach went ocut to Mordecai, to the city square in front of the King’s

Gate. ”Mordecai told him everything that had happened to him. He spelled out the exact
amount of silver that Haman promised to pay into the royal treasury. It was in exchange for
the destruction of the Jews. #He also gave Hathach a copy of the (aw made public in Susa
concerning the Jews’ destruction so that Hathach could show it to Esther and reportitto
her. Through him Mordecai ordered her to go to the king to seel his kindness and his help
for her people. *Hathach came back and told Esther what Mordecai had said.

®In reply Esther ordered Hathach to tell Mordecai: " “All the king’s officials and the people
in his provinces know that there’s a single law in a case like this. Any man or woman who
comes to the king in the inner courtyard without being called is to be put to death. Only the
person to whom the king holds out the gold scepter may live. In my case, | haven’t been
called to come to the king for the past thirty days.”

2When they told Mordecai Esther’s words, *he had them respond to Esther: “Don’t think
for one minute that, unlike all the other Jews, you'’ll come out of this alive simply because
you are in the palace. "“In fact, if you don’t speak up at this very important time, relief and
rescue will appear for the Jlews from another place, but you and your family will die. But
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who knows? Maybe it was for a moment like this that you came to be part of the royat
famity.”

15Esther sent back this word to Mordecai: '*“Go, gather all the Jews who are in Susa and
tell them to give up eating [ to fast] to help me be brave. They aren’t to eat or drink anything
for three whole days, and | myself will do the same, along with my female servants. Then,
even though it’s against the law, | will go to the king; and if | am to dig, then die | will.” 77 So
Mordecai left where he was and did exactly what Esther had ordered him.

When have you been in a situation that has some similarities to Esther? When has
someone seen in you the potential to make a difference, if onty you would say yes, if only
you were willing to take a risk? '

Many years ago when | was a junior in college, a senior college friend invited me out for
lunch at the dairy gueen. The two of us had served together on the leadership team of our
college Christian fellowship. She began by affirming the gifts she had seen in me for
leadership, then asked if | would lead the weekly fellowship gatherings for the coming year.
| had not seen my gifts as clearly as this friend identified them. After praying about itfor a
few days, | said ‘yes.’ .. For such atime as this.

Let’s take a closer look at the passage from Esther. The first question | always consider
when studying a text in the bible is “when does this take place?”

Last week we finished our study on the book of Ruth, a story that comes from the time of
the Judges before Israel was ruled by kings, around the 12" century BCE. For today and
next weelk, we have skipped centuries ahead in the biblical timeline to when God’s people
are in exile. The time of kings is over, the city of Jerusalem was overrun by the Babylonians,
and much of the population had been removed in chains to Babylon. After many years,
Babylon fell to Persia, and some Jews have been permitted to return to Jerusalem. Atthe
time of the book of Esther, in the 5" century BCE, there were many diaspora Jews still living
in Susa where they have married, raised families, and lived as a recognized religious
minority in a Royal city of the Persian empire.’

The Book of Esther opens by describing the king of Persia, Ahasuerus, as foolish,
hedonistic, and the host of a drinking party that lasted at least six months. Professor
Kathryn Schifferdecker describes the scene this way in her commentary:

“... When his queen, Vashti, refuses to parade herself before his drunken guests,
this foolish and impulsive king is persuaded by his officials to banish her and do an

* Amy Oden in Working Preacher- https://www workingpreacher.org/commentaries/narrative-lectionary/esther-
2/commentary-on-esther-41-17-2
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empire-wide search for a new gueen. Esther, a beautiful Jewish orphan raised by
her cousin Mordecai, is chosen, but Mordecai advises Esther not to reveal her
Jewish identity.”

“Enter Haman,” she continues, “the real villain of the story, who is appointed the
king’s right-hand man. Angered because Mordecai refuses to bow down to him,
Haman determines to annihilate all the Jews. He persuades the king to sign a
decree to that effect, and the decree is sent throughout the whole Persian Empire,
designating a particular day, the 13" of Adar, “to destroy, to kill, and to annihilate all
Jews, young and old, women and children ... and to plunder their goods” ?

Queen Esther had come a long way from her humble beginnings as an orphan. With the
help of her guardian Mordecai, she was noticed by the King’s servants and chosen as a
Queen. | believe her success was due in part to Mordecai’s efforts. And her place of
privilege in the King’s court was due in part to her ability to pass as a Persian, concealing
her Jewish identity.

And yet, privilege comes with responsibility, does it not?

| have led a large number of boundary training classes for Presbyterian pastors in my
previous presbytery and for my spiritual directors’ community, One of the exercises in that
course is to name the many ways each of us are privileged, and we begin by listing the
resources that may contribute to our privilege.

¢ Finances, certainly are a resource.

s Education

e« (Citizenship

¢ language or languages spoken

¢ Age/Gender/Race / Sexual Orientation

s Experiences

¢ Health and availability of good health care

+ Time available to use as we wish

¢ Roles that we inhabit - those can be formal or informal. - Pastor, teacher,
professor, lawyer, parent, grandparent, volunteer

% Xathryn Schifferdecker in her commentary on the Working Preacher webslte from Luther Seminary-
https://www.workingpreacher,org/commentaries/narrative-lectionary/preaching-series-on-ruth-esther-week-5-
of-6/commentary-on-ruth-41-22-4
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Esther ... began with very little privitege. An orphan, no family, part of a religious minority in
Persia, young, female.

Then by chapter four she is a Queen in the king’s court, passing as part of the majority, no
longer as young as she once was, but still young enough that her beauty is an asset for her.

And with that change in privilege, she is now in a unique position to act for the Jews in the
face of the King’s genocidal edict.

Chapter four opens with a distraught Mordecai sending a message to Esther that the time
has come to ask a favor of the king — a favor on behalf of her own Jewish people. Without
her help, it is clear that the Jewish people in Persia would be killed. She refuses at first,
telling Mordecai that to appear unannounced in the King’s chambers was a death
sentence, unless the King was inclined to forgive the mistake. But Mordecai persists. He
sends her areply,

4: 13-14 CEB “Don’t think for one minute that, unlike all the other Jews, you’llcome
out of this alive simply because you are in the palace. " In fact, if you don’t speak up
at this very important time, relief and rescue will appear for the Jews from another
place, but you and your family will die. But who knows? Maybe it was for a moment
like this that you came to be part of the royal family.”

Esther replies to Mordecai, [reading from The Message Translation]

1518 Esther sent back her answer to Mordecai: “Go and get all the Jews living in Susa
together. Fast for me. Don’t eat or drink for three days, either day or night. [ and my
maids will fast with you. If you will do this, Pll go to the king, even though it’s
forbidden. If | die, | die.”

Why does Esther ask for the Jews and her attendants to fast?

Fasting is often associated in the Biblical texts with grief and mourning. Mordecai fastsin
mourning clothes {saclccloth) when he hears the news of the edict to kill the Jews. We read
that the people fasted for seven days following the death of King Saul.® Later fastingis
always accompanied by prayer and sometimes used as an aid for discernment. Those who
fast regularly have told me that fasting helps to clarify their thoughts.

The Common English bible fills in the blanks for us concerning Esther’s reason for fasting
when it translates her words this way: “tell them to give up eating to help me be brave.”

31 Chronicles 10:12
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Esther fasted — and probably prayed. Those close to her and members of the Jewish
community also fasted. | would imagine that as they did so, they prayed and considered
Esther’s dilemma. They may have offered their insights and thoughts to her as she
discerned how best to ask the King for a favor —to spare the lives of the Jews.

Esther makes a plan, and the plan succeeds. Mordecai was right - she had come to royal
dignity “for such a time as this.”

How are you using your privilege? How do you share your resources with those around
you? Here are some ways I've noticed people at St. A’s putting their privilege to use on
behalf of others:

¢ Sharing their education with children by volunteering in the schools.

e Sharing their abundance by giving food or volunteering with a food bank such as
Neighborhood House.

» Sharing their expertise in teaching others a skill or craft such as quilting, or using
that expertise in making needed repairs around the church building.

*» Coming alongside a younger professional in their chosen profession as a mentor

e Praying for and encouraging those who are in need of our prayers and
encouragement.

¢ Providing direct care for those in need — whether it is a spouse, a parent, children or
grandchildren, care-giving is one way we share what we have been given.

* Volunteering with one of the many groups who support the unhoused in Portland.

And then there are those who take more risks, serving in places where few of us may feel
called to go:

*» Afriend served as an ecumenical accompanier in Israel/Palestine. One of her tasks
was to help Palestinians needing to cross the border into Israel. The person she
accompanied was much more likely to get through in a timely manner with an
American passport holder crossing with them.

e And | have Clergy colleagues who are providing a pastoral presence for the people
visiting the ICE facility in Portland, offering their gifts of listening and of prayer.

How has God been preparing you for this moment in June 20267 How can the privileges
you have been blessed with be used to help others?

Returning once more to Esther, there’s another point to notice: Esther was not alone. She
had her cousin and guardian, Mordecai. Mordecai was her eyes and ears for life beyond
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the privileged environs of the King's palace. From him she learned of the emerging needs of
her people, the Jews, beyond the gates.

| think each of us has probably been encouraged or convicted to take action by someone in
our lives who is our Mordecai in that moment. My college friend comes to mind. Or mayhe
you have served like Mordecai in the lives of your family or friends.

Today the story of Esther challenges us to

¢ Be like Esther—to step up to the responsibility when we are uniquely suited for a
task and have discerned that this is where we should put our time and our efforts.

* Be like Mordecai - to notice when there’s a need that requires particular gifts and
encourage those with those gifts to prayerfully consider responding with their
service.

Today is my final Sunday as your Bridge Pastor. | have truly enjoyed sharing in the ministry
of St. Andrew’s. The timeline was different than we anticipated, but the interview team of
the Session is hard at work reviewing and interviewing candidates. You canread more
abhout the transition in your bulletin or e-news.

There is a sign that appears on many mountain roads. At first the road signs show a line
with an arrow turning right, or a wiggly arrow to show the curves coming next on the road.
But eventually on these long winding roads the sign makers give up and post a sign that
simply says “Curves Ahead.”

There are curves ahead for this congregation as we continue in this transition. And, just
like on the mountain road, one option when we see the “curves ahead” sign is to be
anxious. Or, you can re-frame the experience and admit that leaning into the unknown is
the time when things get interesting and exciting. Where will our road go next?

Friends, lean into the excitement of seeing where this road will lead. Be like Esther - be
open to using your gifts for the good of this church and the broader community.

And be like Mordecai with eyes open to what is needed and a heart open to hear the quiet
voice of God in prayer showing you who might need encouragement to join you on this
adventure, for such a time as this. Amen.



