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Introduction 

The scripture reading today is from the Book of Esther, the fourth chapter. 

Since this is the middle of the story, allow me to recap some of what has happened up 

to this point. 

The Book of Esther opens with an enormous 180-day party thrown by the King 

of the Persian Empire. As the days of feasting draw to a close, he summons his wife, 

Vashti, to show off her beauty by appearing wearing only her crown. But Vashti 

refuses, so the king banishes her. After a while, he begins to miss his queen. His 

officials propose an elaborate beauty contest to find a new queen. From all over the 

127 provinces, women are brought to the palace, given clothes and makeup, trained in 

ways that please him, and one by one introduced to the king. 

Esther is a Jew who lives in the capital city. She is an orphan who was raised 

by her uncle, Mordecai, one of the leaders of the Jewish people exile in Persia. When 

they come to take her to the palace, Mordecai instructs her not to reveal who her 

family is or that she is Jewish. After a 12 month process, “The king loved Esther more 

than all the women…so he placed the royal crown on her head, and made her queen.” 

In the meantime, the king appoints Haman as Prime Minister and issues a 

decree that all should bow to him. Mordecai refuses to bow down before Haman. 

Mordecai’s refusal infuriates Haman. Haman goes to the King and asks for permission 

to destroy the Jews. He presents the issue to the king as a matter of loyalty. The king 

agrees and issues an edict saying that in twelve months, the Jews in all the provinces 

are to be exterminated and their property kept as plunder. 

Read Esther 4:1-17 

The Book of Esther – like much of the Old Testament – tells the story of God’s 

chosen people in exile. When Jerusalem was conquered by the Babylonians, many of 

its residents were taken into captivity. Later, the Persians ruled and allowed some 

Jews to return to Jerusalem, while other diaspora Jews settled in Susa, the capital city, 

living as a minority in the heart of the Persian Empire.  



There is no independent historical record of a Jewish queen in Persia, nor of 

one named Esther. In this story, factual or imagined, Esther serves as a mirror image 

of the Hebrew people in exile; she herself is an orphan, without the security and 

rootedness of family. She is a resident alien, an outsider, a member of this tribe that 

Persians may tolerate but do not fully accept. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu denounced the evil of apartheid in South Africa 

with these words: 

The Bible declares right at the beginning that human beings are created in the 

image and likeness of God…What makes any human being valuable therefore is not 

any biological characteristic. No, it is the fact that he or she is created in the image 

and likeness of God. Apartheid exults a biological quality, which is a total 

irrelevancy, to the status of what determines the value, the worth of a human being. 

Why should skin color or race be any more useful as a criterion than, say, the size of 

one’s nose? What has the size of my nose to do with whether I am intelligent? It has 

no more to do with my worth as a human being than the color of my eyes.1 

 This chapter begins with loud and visible grief. Mordecai tears his clothes, puts 

on sackcloth and ashes, and walks through the city of Susa – up to the king’s gate – 

wailing loudly and bitterly. The cause of his mourning is an edict prepared by Haman, 

a royal official, sealed with the king’s ring, giving orders – on the appointed day – for 

the people to kill all the Jews and plunder their goods. With other Jews throughout the 

kingdom, Mordecai responds with fasting, weeping, and lamenting. 

 The decree was personal – Mordecai would not bow down before Haman, as 

the king had commanded, and that infuriated Haman. Instead of bringing charges 

against Mordecai, Haman plotted to destroy all the Jews, throughout the whole 

kingdom. When Haman sought the king’s approval for this genocide, he never 

identified the targeted group by name and never mentioned that his hatred stemmed 

from his encounter with Mordecai.2 

 Esther initially responds by sending new clothes for her uncle, Mordecai, to put 

on, but he refuses them. Maybe she felt embarrassed he was making such as ruckus at 

the royal gate. Or, perhaps, she was hoping he would clean up and come inside to see 

her, since the king would not allow anyone wearing sackcloth into the palace. 

 Instead, Esther and Mordecai communicate through messengers. So insulated 

was Esther inside the palace that she had heard nothing about the decree. When 

Mordecai instructs her to go plead for the welfare of her people before the king, her 

                                                           
1 From The Rainbow People of God, p. 64 
2 Elna Solvang from WorkingPreacher.com 



first impulse is of self-preservation; it was against the law to enter his chambers 

uninvited, even for her, his wife. Doing so may result in losing her life. 

 Mordecai replies – again through the messenger, from outside the palace – that 

Esther should not be fooled into thinking that she – on the inside – will be safe from 

this edict. She is a Jew, and thus at just as much danger as any other in the kingdom. 

Her successful assimilation into palace life ultimately will not insulate her from evil.3 

Perhaps, Mordecai suggests, she had been chosen – not only by the king but also, 

though it’s not said out loud, by God – for just such a time as this. 

 In a post-Holocaust world – sadly – such a program of eliminating the Jewish 

race for seemingly trivial reasons is not beyond the realm of possibility. You can 

imagine the societal trauma of neighbor being forced to turn against neighbor; how 

dehumanization of the other could fester and grow; how some – like Mordecai – will 

take to the streets to call out the injustice, while others – like Esther, at least initially – 

would rather hide from the danger and turmoil. 

 In the season of Advent, we are called to wait for the coming of a Savior, for 

God to take action. But, sometimes, it is an expression of privilege to wait – in self-

preserving security – instead of acting, ourselves. In just such a time as this – when 

antisemitism is on this rise, when other groups of people are being targeted or 

dehumanized – remaining silent is not an option. We might not think that we hold a 

position of power, but these situations may be calling for an all-hands-on-deck 

approach. If we each do not stand up and speak out on behalf of others created in the 

image and likeness of God, then what will become of us? 

 By the end of this chapter, Esther has chosen to act. Despite the risk, she agrees 

to go before her mercurial husband and plead her people’s case. I could not help 

thinking of the song that Ron has sung in worship, from Les Misérables, when I read 

her words: “If I perish, I perish.” 

 And though she will face the king alone, she instructs Mordecai to enjoin all 

the Jewish people in a three-day fast to help give her courage. While she remains 

physically isolated in the palace, she now stands in solidarity with her people in 

protest against this injustice. Though she is a young girl, an orphan, and a Jew, she 

holds a unique position with access to power and the possibility for a changed course; 

a new direction. 

 It is not altogether unlike Mary – another young, Jewish woman – who, when 

approached by a messenger (an angel) telling her that she was favored by God and 

chosen to give birth to God’s Son, was similarly perplexed. Both Esther and Mary 

came to understand that they were selected for just such as time as this; and – with 

                                                           
3 Robert Williamson, The Forgotten Books of the Bible 



support from those around them – were able to muster the courage necessary to take 

action: to speak out against injustice. 

 In today’s affirmation of faith, we will recite the words of the Magnificat, 

Mary’s Song, using an indigenous translation of the scripture passage. Mary also lived 

in a land that had been taken, dispossessed by other people; thus, she longed for the 

day when those suffering – her people – would receive justice. Likewise, Esther 

resolved to speak out for the vulnerable – even if she had not previously identified 

herself as one of them – in order that they might live. 

 Throughout this chapter, and indeed throughout the Book of Esther, there is no 

explicit reference to God. Yet, in this Advent season, our reading invites us to 

consider the true nature of our world, and the shape of our community, in such a time 

as this. The Advent journey calls for us to open our eyes and make an honest 

assessment, gathering in faith and in anticipation of Christ’s coming. Thus, it also 

requires us to act in courage, understanding the power that rests within us to relieve 

suffering, to engender hope. We need the Esthers among us to step into hard places of 

vitriol and intolerance to speak out against injustice and for a word of life. And we 

need to be people who will encourage and support the voices of even the young, the 

different, and the dispossessed. “Like this unsuspecting queen, or a babe in a manger, 

we, too, are part of God’s story, right here, right now.”4 Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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