COURAGE AND SOLIDARITY - ESTHER & ‘If Not Against Us They Are For Us’

This morning I wanted us to sing that single verse of Martin Luther’s famously—powerful hymn because its language conveys such courageous defiance. It’s difficult to imagine a time in history when Lutherans, of all people, because they were protesting for their rights, got burned at the stake by other so-called Christians! And yet that’s the likely historical background for A Mighty Fortress Is Our God. It was during the reign of one of the Roman popes who felt his authority being threatened at the birthing of the reformation. “The powers of evil grim, we tremble not for them, their rage we can endure, for lo, their doom is sure, one little word shall fell them.” Maybe if we sing just one little felling word, jump-start the grim persecutors coming day of reckoning!  
You’ve also now heard me tell the children’s G-rated version of the Old Testament story of Esther and heard Tom read what some might argue is a still-censored adult version of the story. That version concludes with the evil villain Haman’s own chillingly-ironic reversal of fortune, himself getting hung to death on the very same rope that he had prepared to hang the brave and fearless Mordecai. And though I don’t’ believe in capital punishment telling it makes for a very good story late at night around the campfire. Getting the story of Esther’s fuller richness and complexity requires a little background info is helpful.  
First of all Esther is not a book rich and complex like Tolstoy’s War and Peace. It’s way shorter, for one thing! You could, like Luther, call it ‘one little word’ with which to fell the grim powers of evil. The Book of Esther, which can be read in one sitting, is really more of a novella or a short story; but it’s chock full of the sort of entertaining pot boiler things that a lot of people go to the movies for nowadays. It contains “irony and intrigue, a thickening plot, clever wits and evil villains, royal splendor, a weak ruler, and, of course, the hero - in this case, heroine - who rises to the challenge and saves the day. All very well and good. But here’s my caveat: If you take in the entire unfiltered version, you’ll get bombarded by some of those infamously way over the top Old Testament vengeance and violence parts. And since I’m not and never have been the kind of teenage boy who gleefully takes in all the gore of those action-film bloodbaths, I can’t really unequivocally recommend the uncut version.  
The Book of Esther is thought to have been written three or four centuries before Christ when the very survival of a scattered and oppressed Jewish minority community is at stake. It is a life or death time of struggle, exile and potential holocaust. I use the term ‘holocaust’ advisedly, but the villain in the story does exhibit traits of and has been compared at times by Jews not directly to Hitler, but to his chief accomplice, the awful architect of the so-called ‘final solution’, Hinrich Himmler. The storied villain Haman says in Esther 3:8-9 that “these people (meaning the Jews) do not keep the king’s laws, so if it please the king, let a decree for their destruction be issued.” Fortunately as it turned out, King Xerxes was a weak despot and easily swayed – his very own Dick Cheney. He was the power behind the thrown, Haman being the weak King Xerxes’ main man, heading up of “homeland ‘security’”. Haman, was dead set on eliminating the perceived 9-11-like Jewish ‘threat’ to the Persian Empire. At the time, it wasn’t mistrusted Muslim immigrants, but Jewish exiles valiantly trying in an alien land to maintain their separate customs and allegiance to God they were mistrusted, misunderstood.  So, as has happened in more contemporary times, some Jewish exiled refugees were getting branded as terrorists and being arrested without proper trial, extradited, even tortured. 

This background is important to our understanding, not only of the book of Esther, but of seemingly-harsh and violent parts of Hebrew Scripture. If we don’t get this context of being part of the grand exodus saga of an oppressed minority people seeking justice, we might come to the conclusion that Esther, and other great Old Testament stories, have nothing redeeming or relevant about them to offer us whatsoever. If, on the other hand, we get it that the church today needs just as courageously to come together in solidarity as a counter-cultural community, if we get it that we need to take our stand over against the dominant values of our own age, then we’ll get these ancient stories too, and see how they are applicable to our lives today.  
So: let’s just re-hear the story, one more time: The story takes place in the Empirical Court of King Xerxes, who is described in the first verse of Esther as ruling “127 provinces that range all the way from India to Ethiopia”. Xerxes’ immense dictatorial power was nothing at all to sneeze at! Meanwhile, Esther and her cousin Mordecai had both been living in the partially-assimilated refugee community of Jewish exiles.  
When Queen Vashti, the earlier wife of the King, rebels against his despotic authority and gets banished for her disobedience, Mordecai takes the initiative, recommending that his beautiful virgin cousin Esther be in the running to become the next queen. Neither of them reveals to the king or to anyone else in power that they are both, in fact Jewish. Xerxes falls head over heals for her. And sometime shortly after Esther becomes Queen, she gets wind of a pending scheme being hatched by the king’s main man, Haman, to exterminate the Jews! Her husband the king has already given his tacit approval to the plan, completely unaware that his own wife IS Jewish. What a dilemma! The most famous verse in the whole story is that of Mordecai saying a word of advice to Esther, “Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this”, in other words, it may be up to her to save the lives of her people. So she does is, what she knows works best - she seduces the king. After she feeds him lavishly, getting him good and drunk, the king publically offers his enticing bride anything at all that she wants. Esther then immediately - and tearfully, asks the king for the lives of HER people. In other words, she ‘comes out of the closet’ as a Jew! At great risk to her own self, Esther boldly declares her solidarity with all of those now in danger for their lives. Further, she specifically names the powerful Haman as the one wanting more than anyone to do all this in order to usurp Xerxes’ position as king! Suddenly the tables get turned. It is Haman now who goes to the chamber of Queen Esther, begging her for mercy. King Xerxes happens to come in and sees Haman at his wife’s couch, on his hands and knees, and assuming the interloper is blatantly trying to sexually molest her, flies into a rage. His anger is only cooled after Haman is hung on the very same gallows Haman had himself constructed for Esther’s cousin Mordecai.    
There you have it – the gist of the story.  This one over the course of centuries, has made a lot of people - particularly people in positions of power - rather uncomfortable. It comes across as highly suspect to many religious people too because the name of God isn’t mentioned even once in the entire story! Nor is prayer, nor the keeping of the Torah, nor any of the other practices we associate with observant Judaism. These omissions disturbed later religious leaders so much that they added 107 more verses to the original Hebrew text. These Greek additions are part of the Apocrypha, a collection of books not considered a canonical part of the Bible by either Judaism or by Protestant Christianity. Prayerful God-talk is added on in abundance, making the barebones story of Esther seem much more overtly religious, but considerably artistically less authentic.  
So: what are we to DO with this story? During our own times of extreme duress, remembering the courageous cunning of a Mordecai or an Esther can be mightily inspiring. Like many Biblical parables, it offers storied smidgeons of hope to oppressed and put-down minorities seeking liberty and justice. To the extent that we still passionately seek these same things in our own time, we kinda get that part. The story also demonstrates that, “to everything there is a season and a time for every purpose under heaven” as the Wisdom of Eccesiastes puts it to poetry: there’s a time to be careful and cunning, and a time to be upfront and courageous in the struggle.  

Esther is a heroine. Called in her time to right wrongs. In just such a time as this we are called to do the same. Neither Esther nor most of the other characters that people some of the very best of Bible stories, offer us neat clean clear cut moral examples for us to emulate. Some of what happens in this story, especially the later revenge by the Jews on their enemies, are definitely NOT things we should emulate at all.  

The Jewish rabbi whose name was Jesus thankfully offers us a kind of excess – correcting perspective. DOES tell us to be cunning as serpents - something Mordecai and Esther indeed did do. But he also tells us to be innocent as doves, which to me implies that we are to always fight the good fight in a nonviolent way, taking no vengeance into our own hands whatsoever.

Jesus also offers us something very helpful and wise having to do with unity and solidarity. When his disciples complain about people going around doing deeds of power and acts of mercy who aren’t actually following Jesus, do you remember how Jesus responds?  “Don’t try to stop them, for those who are not against me, are for me!” In other words, don’t get all caught up in petty little competitive turf battles. If someone else is doing good, he’s not an enemy, he’s an ally.”

It is true that the passage from Mark that I’m referring to gets translated as having to do with others who do good “in Christ’s name”. But Christianity as a whole has gotten way too hung up on the (“in the name of”) thing. A better sense of the meaning of that phrase, in Christ’s name would be in a like manner, or in the way Christ himself would have wanted it to be. So whether it is other Christians or Jews, Muslims or atheists are out there doing the good things Jesus would have wanted, seeking social justice and a level economic playing field, doing deeds of mercy, they are our allies! They are FOR Jesus, not against him! NOT all who go around proclaiming their carefully-worded doctrines, saying “Lord, Lord” all the time are for Jesus, but ALL who DO good works, who clothe the naked, who feed the poor, who do unto the least of these.” Jesus didn’t need nor did he want his actual name bantered about, used to clobber those of other faith communities! The God of the Old Testament didn’t want any credit either; didn’t want to be named “I am who I am” was sufficient.  

And yet, in the entire Book of Esther, without the name of God being mentioned even once, God is present. You can look at it if you like as a kind of “Where’s Waldo?” exercise - even if it isn’t obvious at first glance, God is still very much at work in the story  through creative justice-seeking children of God who know when to prudently keep silent and when to courageously speak up. 

We started with a song – I conclude now, with two more: one just for listening, a bluegrassy version of one my brother wrote some time ago; it is based on Mordecai’s famously inspiring words, spoken to Esther: Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this.”

Now as we prepare to share our joys and prayer concerns, let’s first change the mood just a bit by singing of that “spell-binding spinner of atoms and earth,” the God of substance who motivates us all to do deeds of power, who motivates all our work for justice and for peace, and yet who most often humbly and mysteriously remains in the shadowy background - Hymn # 398, Shadow and Substance.
