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"For Just Such a Moment"
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This is the only day in the 3-year lectionary we read from the book of Esther –  

 and then, we only read from it when we are using the semi-continuous lectionary –  

 which means that it is only once every 6 years that I have opportunity to preach on this story.   

 

And our text is only a small part of the 10 chapter book.   

That's why I told the story to the children – so all of us could hear it. 

I only told the plot, however, so I'm afraid I haven't done justice to the story.  

It's full of humor and well worth the read. 

The book opens with a lavish feast that lasts six months!   

The king of all Persia is a fool who needs his advisers to tell him what to do at every turn.   

After Queen Vashti refuses to come to the party,  

 the domestic dispute is blown up into a national crisis and engenders a royal decree  

 sent to all the corners of the empire that “every man should be master in his own house” [Esther 1:22].   

The gallows that Haman builds for Mordecai are an absurd height of 75 feet,  

 and Haman is the one who ends up hanged on them.  [Esther 7:9-10]   

 

The humorous tone of the book is reflected in Purim celebrations –  

 where folks dress up in costumes and act out the story 

 while the audience, armed with noisemakers, acts as if they were at a sporting event,  

  cheering enthusiastically whenever the names of Esther or Mordecai or uttered, 

  and booing loud enough to drown out every mention of the name Haman. 

There is even an ancient tradition from the Talmud instructing Purim celebrants  

 to drink until they are “unable to differentiate between the phrases  

  ‘bless Mordecai’ and ‘curse Haman’”! (Megillah 7a).
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But the humor has a point:   

it's one of the ways Jews have learned to deal with something that has been repeated throughout their history:  

 the attempted genocide of their race. 

Indeed, some have joked that Jewish holidays can be summed up this way:   

 “They tried to kill us.  We survived.  Let’s eat!” 

 .  

A humorous story about genocide is somewhat strange. 

But this book in the Bible is strange in other ways, too. 

It never mentions God; nor does it mention prayer or worship, either. 

The details of how Esther becomes queen are not things that you would want to explain to young children  

 and there is a celebration of vengeance and killing that is disturbing, to say the least. 

And yet, it is one of the few Bible stories with a strong female protagonist 

 and it is a moving story with an important message. 

 

That message comes when Esther has told Mordecai  

 she cannot go to the king unless summoned, on penalty of death: 

Mordecai responds with these words: 

 "Do not think that in the king's palace you will escape any more than all the other Jews.   

  For if you keep silence at this time, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place,  

  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 4:13-14] 

Think about those words for a minute.  What do they mean to you? 



"…if you keep silence at this time, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place,  

but you and your father's family will perish…." 
 

While the story doesn't explicitly mention God, I certainly see God in this passage. 

Esther is being called by God (or the Universe or a Divine Force or whatever you want to call it) 

 to use her gifts and experience and situation to work for the greater good, even if it means losing her life. 

And yet, the statement makes it clear that the fate of her people does not in the end rest on her 

 for if she decides not to step up and follow her call,  

  "relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews from another place". 

So the fate of others does not depend on her choices, her actions. 

But her own fate does depend on the choice she makes. 

In fact, perhaps this is the very reason she is in the position she is in. 

As Mordecai says:"'Who knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a moment'". [4:13-14] 
 

And that is the message for us today.  For the truth is, each one of us has come to royal dignity. 

Esther came to hers by marriage to King Xerxes of Persia.   

But, we too, as children of the King of Kings, are of royal descent. 

As we read in the New Testament,  …you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, 

  …[You are] God's child and an inheritor of the kingdom…."  [1 Peter 2.9] 

And each of us arrives at a moment, or many moments,  

 when we face some risky decision that requires holy courage
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 on our part, 

 a decision that will make a world of difference to people around us. 
 

If we fail to live up to our calling, all is not lost, for God's grace will call someone else to make that difference. 

But if we fail to live up to our calling, what we will lose is the particular opportunity within that situation 

 to experience the life-giving growth that happens  

 when we take those leaps of faith and follow where God leads no matter what the cost. 

But even then, all is not lost, for God's grace will call us again – and again –  

 always ready to give us another chance to act with holy courage and follow our destiny. 

In fact, those opportunities exist all the time – often in the guise of the "coincidences" of life.   
 

While God is never mentioned in the book of Esther,  

 there are many coincidences that conspire to defeat Haman and save the Jews.  

  Esther, out of all the women, just happens to become queen.   

  The king just happens to have insomnia the night Haman is plotting against Mordecai.   

  The court records read to him just happen to be the ones that tell about Mordecai saving his life.   

  Haman just happens to come to the court when the king is contemplating how to reward Mordecai.   

  And the list goes on. 

As the saying goes, “a coincidence is a miracle in which God prefers to remain anonymous.”
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Sometimes God acts in direct and dramatic ways:   

 with burning bushes, and parting seas, and never-ending supplies of oil and grain. 

But more often than not, God acts not through direct intervention, but thru ordinary moments in ordinary lives. 

Sometimes God's call is so subtle we miss it, but when we pay attention,  

 we may find that God has chosen to work not directly, but through God's people –  

  through Mordecai and Esther, through you and me. 

“Who knows?  Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a moment.” 
 

In the humorous telling of a story of pain and fear and risk and courage, the story of Esther reminds us  

 that in the sometimes not-so-ordinary events as well as in the often ordinary events of our lives, 

in the coincidences and chance encounters of our days, we are called and claimed by God. 

“Who knows?  Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a moment.” 

May those words echo in our ears and give us holy courage to answer God's call.  Amen 

                                                 
i I have drawn heavily from Katherine Schifferdecker's commentary in Working Preacher:  

http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2631 
ii For one example of a humorous Purim shpiel song, written and performed for Beth El Synagogue in St. Louis Park, Minnesota, listen to “Vashti 

was Right” (accessed May 30, 2015). 
iii Charles Hoffacker speaks of holy courage in his sermon "Risks We Can Take": 

http://www.lectionary.org/Sermons/OT/OT16-Neh-Esther/Esther7-Risks%20We%20Can%20Take-Hoffacker.htm  
iv Jon Levenson, Esther (OTL; Westminster John Knox, 1997), 19. 
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