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Three weeks ago, Jews celebrated the Festival of Purim, when the dramatic story of Esther is retold. Esther is not well known among Christians, but among our Jewish friends she is a key figure, remembered for bravely saving the Hebrew people from destruction long ago. On a smaller scale, I suppose, Esther is akin to a female version of Moses, who saved the people from slavery in Egypt. 

The story of Esther is biblical drama at its best. It is set around the year 500 BCE, in the ancient kingdom of Persia, a vast monarchy stretching from Ethiopia across the Middle East all the way to India. The drama involves four main characters: the king, Esther, her cousin Mordecai, and a villain named Haman. When Jews tell the story of Esther on Purim, at the sound of the name of the scoundrel Haman, listeners – especially the children – boo and hiss and spin their noisemakers. Can we give it a try this morning? Haman. 
Mordecai is a Jew living in the capital city of the kingdom of Persia. When his uncle dies, in the custom of the patriarchy of the time he takes responsibility for raising his cousin Esther. About the time that Esther becomes a young woman, the king of Persia begins to search for a new queen. He had summarily dismissed his former queen, Vashti, because she crossed him. So the king orders that each town present their most beautiful virgins, who are then brought into the king’s harem. Esther fits the bill: she is, as the text says, “fair and beautiful,” and she had led a protected life until this point, watched over carefully by Mordecai.   

The king’s men take Esther to the royal harem, but before she goes, Mordecai tells her never to reveal her Jewish identity. The king begins methodically going through the women in his harem looking for a new queen. When he meets Esther, he is absolutely smitten and makes her his new queen. All the land rejoices – but meanwhile, Esther and Mordecai keep their secret – that she is a Jew. 

While all of this is happening, the king appoints the prince Haman as his number two in the royal court. The king commands all the people to bow down to him, but Mordecai refuses because as a Jew, he cannot bow down to an earthly ruler. Haman is furious and tells the king of Mordecai’s disobedience. The king agrees to Haman’s plan for vengeance: to annihilate all the Jews in the kingdom.  

To determine the date of the extermination, the people cast divination stones, which are called Pur – thus the name of the Festival of Purim. Mordecai finds out that he and all the Jews have been scheduled for slaughter.  Queen Esther is their only hope; she is the only one who might be able to help because of her position in the court. Mordecai asks Esther to go before the king, reveal her true identity as a Jew, and seek mercy for her people. 

“For if you keep silence at such a time as this,” Mordecai says, “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 4:14)
Esther knows that anyone who goes before the king – including the queen – without first being summoned commits a serious offense, punishable by death. Nonetheless, Esther determines that to try to save her people is more important than protecting herself. Bravely she goes unbidden to the king, risking her life for her people. 

In a move that surprises the royal court – and terrifies Haman – the king agrees to hear Esther. The queen reveals that she is a Jew. She tells the king what Haman has planned against her and her people. Again, to the surprise and terror of those gathered there, the king becomes angry. Just as the annihilation plan against the Jews is about to go into effect, the king stops the plot – and then he executes Haman. 

Thus, Esther – the woman who showed courage – saves her people from destruction.

Other than a reference to the Jewish identity of Mordecai and the queen, there is no explicit theological language in the story of Esther. This is not a particularly religious story; it is a human one. The name of God is not used even once. But throughout the account there is a clear ethic: it is wrong to try to destroy or oppress a people. That principle takes precedence over the drive for self-preservation; Esther puts her life on the line for her people, based on that ethic. She was not the first person ever to do this, nor was she or will be the last. History is full of the stories of people like Esther who have had the nerve to face power directly. 

That same ethic drove German pastor Dietrich Bonheoffer to join a plot against the Nazis during World War II. Even knowing that his life would be endangered, Bonheoffer committed himself to try to bring down Hitler. It did cost him his life. The list of those through history who have stood up with courage for what is right, at the risk of losing their lives, is long. Some of those martyrs are well-known. In our time we can count: Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador, killed 30 years ago tomorrow as he said Mass; Martin Luther King in this country; Steve Biko in South Africa; Gandhi in India. Countless others are not such visible figures, but simply people who have had the courage to face the risks that come with resisting the powers of injustice. They have acted on what Gandhi once said, “The difference between what we do and what we are capable of doing would suffice to solve most of the world’s problems.” (Quoted by Brian McLaren, Everything Must Change [Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007], p. 16)

Consider Rachel Corrie. You may not recognize her name, but she is well-known in Palestine. As a 23-year old committed to reconciliation in that part of the world, seven years ago she joined other international peace activists in Gaza. They were there to put themselves between the Palestinians and the Israeli Defense Forces. Specifically, they hoped to draw attention to the Israeli policy of house demolition, which is done with bulldozers made in the U.S. by the American company Caterpillar. 

As in the famous moment on Tiananmen Square where a student stops a tank simply by refusing to move, Corrie and her companions did the same in Gaza. They knelt before the machinery of the Israeli army in order to stop them from destroying the homes of Palestinian families. Seven years ago this past Tuesday, on March 16, 2003, one of the Caterpillar bulldozers did not stop, and Rachel Corrie was crushed to death. The resulting investigation by Israel, calling the tragedy an accident, did not satisfy Corrie’s family; this week an Israeli court began to hear their case, in which they seek a full and honest accounting of what happened to their daughter. 

It is hard to miss the irony of a young American woman playing an Esther-like role in risking her life for the Palestinian people by confronting the modern State of Israel. Like the Jewish Persian queen of long ago, Rachel Corrie showed courage and took the risk of standing up to power. Unlike Esther, however, it cost her her life.

Few of us will ever find ourselves in a similar place, where our action could save others, or where our decisions might put us in serious jeopardy. But our daily lives are full of little Esther-moments, where living faithfully may not make us popular or well-liked, where we are torn between keeping silence or acting in a way that reflects God’s intentions for us and for our world. At such times as those – and we all face them, whether in a choice we make at work or in our political life, whether at school or among friends or at home – at such times are you and I brave enough to stand where we think God calls us to stand? 

Chapter Three of the Presbyterian Book of Order describes the mission of the Church as – among other things – “giving itself and its substance to the service of those who suffer.”

The Church’s constitution goes on to say this – which I hesitate even to read because it expects so much of us: 

“The Church is called to undertake this mission even at the risk of losing its life, trusting in God alone as the author and giver of life, sharing the gospel, and doing those deeds in the world that point beyond themselves to the new reality in Christ.” (PCUSA Book of Order: G-3.0400)
What would it take for us to show that kind of courage as a Church? Where in our lives – in your life and in mine – are we called to “do those deeds in the world that point beyond ourselves to the new reality in Christ,” and to do them even if it costs us dearly? 

This summer our denomination’s General Assembly will be held here at the Convention Center in Minneapolis, as you may have heard already, from July 3-10. Rachel Corrie will, in effect, be on the Assembly’s agenda. The Presbyterian Church’s Middle East Study Committee is bringing a report that makes several recommendations. Among them is a call for “the cessation of home demolitions and evictions,” and a recommendation that “strongly denounces Caterpillar’s continued profit-making from non-peaceful uses of its products.” (Breaking Down the Walls; Report of the Middle East Study Committee to the 219th General Assembly of the PCUSA; Recommendations II. j. and III. c)

Those are only two of many recommendations coming to Minneapolis this summer concerning our Church’s position and posture toward Israel and Palestine. We can expect to hear from those who disagree with these proposed actions of the General Assembly. It may be hot around here in July in more ways than one – but that is no reason not to listen to all sides, and then prayerfully reach what we think are faithful conclusions, even if condemned by some.

Esther, the woman who shows extraordinary courage, does the right thing, even though it could lead to her undoing. She could have stayed quiet, kept her identity secret, and protected herself. Instead, not only does she risk her power and privilege as queen, she puts her very life in danger. We learn from Esther – and from Rachel Corrie and Oscar Romero and others – that sometimes faithful living requires us to step out boldly to do the right thing, trusting in a power greater than any one of us.

The gospel has a certain dangerous quality to it. Following Jesus can be a risky proposition. It is like the water in which we baptize: we enter it to die with Jesus, trusting that God will also raise us up to live with him. 

Lent is the season in the Church year when we are invited to find our voice as followers of Jesus, when we are challenged to come to terms with our faith, and when we are called to stand by the courage of our convictions. 

After all, that is what Jesus does – what he does for us – as he goes to the cross. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen. 

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good;  Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted.  Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
“The Woman Who Showed Courage”
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