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If you were to go about collecting the great tales throughout history, tales of heroes and                
villains, kings and queens, dastardly deeds and high drama, there would be at least one               
story from the Bible that would certainly make the cut. That would be the story of                
Esther. Esther has it all - set in a great empire in the royal household of the king, Esther                   
is a rags-to-riches story, a story about a villainous plot of mass destruction, and a story                
about the bravery of a single woman in the face of great peril. It’s fast-paced,               
well-written, and makes for a great stage production. 
 
Given all of this, how is it that most of us barely know this story? If you’re one of the                    
people who don’t know it, though, don’t be embarrassed. Although it’s an incredibly             
important story in the Jewish tradition and even has its own holiday, we have largely               
forgotten about it as Christians, and it gets relegated in our minds to the back of the                 
Biblical bookshelf along with Chronicles, Numbers, and minor prophets like Obadiah           
and Zephaniah, books that seem sort of like esoteric diversions from the Big Story of the                
Bible. But this book has stood the test of time in the Jewish and Christian Scriptures,                
and aside from that, it’s just too good a story to pass up, so I want to give you the Cliffs                     
Notes version. 
 
The book of Esther is set during the days of the Persian Empire, half a millennium                
before the days of Christ, under King Ahasuerus, also known as Xerxes. The Kingdom is               
mighty and full of splendor, and the King’s household full of servants and courtiers. One               
day, the King requests the presence of the Queen, Vashti, at a great banquet, but Vashti                
refuses. As punishment, the King deposes the Queen to publicly show his power. So              
now, the King is in search of a new Queen. 
 
He calls his governors from all over the empire to bring the finest young women to his                 
court for his consideration. Amongst the women is a woman from the capital city in               
which they reside, Susa. This is Esther. Esther is not only fair and lovely, but she is                 
Jewish. Since Israel had been taken over by the Babylonians, and then the Persians,              
Jews had been scattered throughout the empire and had become more integrated into             
the culture. Esther is chosen by Ahasuerus and becomes Queen, which sets the stage for               
the main drama of the story. 
 
In the city is also Esther’s cousin, Mordecai. Mordecai finds favor with the King for               
thwarting an assassination attempt against the King. Unfortunately, Mordecai also ends           
up having a run-in with one of the King’s counselors, Haman. Haman, upset at a slight                
from Mordecai, plots to have all of the Jews in the empire killed, and convinces the King                 
to sign a royal edict to that effect. Mordecai, upon hearing this, sends word to Esther                
that she must intercede and defend the lives of her people. 
 



 

This is risky business, though, because coming before the King without being            
summoned is punishable by death. Nonetheless, she throws two banquets, and during            
the second banquet, she makes her request to the King. The King is outraged that               
Haman has tricked him with this plot, also remembering what Mordecai had done to              
save the King’s life. Haman knows that he’s been found out, and begs for his life, but it’s                  
to no avail, and in a final moment of irony, Haman is hanged on the gallows that he had                   
built to hang Mordecai. Esther, Mordecai, and the Jewish people live happily ever after. 
 
Okay, that’s the short version, and if nothing else, I hope it’s inspired you to go home                 
later and read the short nine and a half chapters of the book. You should know about it                  
because the book of Esther isn’t just a good read, but it’s the basis for the Jewish holiday                  
of Purim, which is an annual commemoration of the deliverance from slaughter            
recounted in Esther, and typically involves readings and reenactments from this fine            
story. The word Purim comes from the word for “lot,” as in “casting lots,” and so the                 
holiday gets its name because the Biblical story partially takes place during the Persian              
new year’s celebrations, a time when people would cast lots to see what the future year                
would hold. Despite this tradition being a Gentile one, this image of casting lots in many                
ways drives the plot and meaning of the story. 
 
The central plot tension is of course centered on Esther, and what she is to do about the                  
edict against the Jewish people. On the one hand, going to the King would be taking her                 
life into her own hands, and perhaps she thought that silence might help her escape               
unnoticed. On the other hand are the words of her cousin Mordecai which are perhaps               
the most famous in the entire book - “If you keep silence at such a time as this, relief and                    
deliverance will rise for the Jews from another quarter, but you and your father’s family               
will perish. And who knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time                 
as this.” Yes, such a time as this. 
 
This is the apex of the narrative, the hinge that makes it worth reading. Perhaps another                
way to pose this conundrum is to say to Esther, “you’re at a crossroad. You have a                 
choice, and neither outcome is certain. So what judgement will you make? Who will you               
cast your lot with? Will you stand up for what is right, or will you try to save your own                    
hide?” 
 
I’ve never had to make a decision quite so dramatic, and the fate of my people has never                  
been on my shoulders, but I can certainly appreciate that most decisions about the              
future feel more like casting lots than like making fully informed plans. The future can’t               
really be known, but my goodness do we try to pin it down as best we can. If Queen                   
Esther is anything like me, when faced with this terrible dilemma, she’s sitting in her               
chambers in the evening, drawing up a list of pros and cons to petitioning the King,                
perhaps using some heuristics theories to calculate expected outcomes. Uncertainty is           
not a condition that most people tend to appreciate, and we do most anything we can do                 
to mitigate that uncertainty. 
 



 

But there’s more than just simple uncertainty here, there’s also very real consequence in              
a drama that is unfolding between good and evil, right and wrong. For reasons that seem                
perfectly arbitrary, it is Esther who finds herself in a place of incredible influence before               
the highest power, just as a terrible calamity is about to befall her people who are                
already outnumbered and marginalized to begin with. And so her decision, and hers             
alone, with no certain outcome, will determine the fate for her entire people. 
 
I like that the book of Esther is so beyond the realm of my own experience, so the stuff of                    
legend and myth, that I can’t pin down an exact analogue in my own life, and I suspect                  
most of us don’t really resonate with the fate of a whole people being upon our                
shoulders. But I do think we resonate with the idea of influence in critical moments.               
There’s something even in that phrase, “for such a time as this,” that makes our ears                
perk up, makes us wonder, “what time am I living in now? What moment am I being                 
called to? Who and what am I supposed to stand up for?” 
 
Although most of our daily lives seem perfectly mundane, we are in fact part of a great                 
cosmic drama, and from time to time, we have a part to play that is critical and                 
consequential for real people, both present and to come. That cosmic drama plays out in               
corporate boardrooms and parent-teacher conferences and in foreign policy decisions          
and in family health care decisions - each of these moments is part of a cosmic drama,                 
and each of these seems to have barely more certainty that simply casting lots for the                
future. And yet each of us have moments of influence, times when we can either watch                
the moment sail on by, or times when we can speak up, put ourselves in the moment,                 
and accept the consequences. 
 
What makes Esther the hero of the story? It’s not because she won, although she did. It’s                 
because she made herself a player in history, not just an observer. I’m sure she knew,                
even before Mordecai’s urging, that the right thing would be to use her royal position to                
advocate for her people. What makes her stand out, what makes us look at her with                
admiration, is that she left it all on the field, casting her lot with the people who were                  
about to get slaughtered, rather than to keep quiet and hope she would escape              
unnoticed. 
 
You may have noticed that, in all this talk of cosmic drama and heroism and justice for                 
the underdog, that I’ve omitted something that’s usually an essential ingredient of any             
good sermon. That would be God. Up until just now, I haven’t even alluded to God’s                
presence, much less even utter the word God, and it’s for a good reason. Esther is the                 
only book in the entire Bible than never mentions God. Not once. Barely even a hint of                 
God. Some scholars say that Mordecai’s comment about deliverance coming from           
another quarter is reference to God, but it’s just conjecture. 
 
This omission is what makes Esther one of the strangest books in the entire Bible, and                
yet it’s also the thing that makes it feel so contemporary. Rightly or wrongly, many of us                 
hesitate when it comes to talking about God’s presence in our lives, or God’s activity in                
our decisions. We have a sense that God is somewhere there in the background, but               



 

we’re really not sure how. How do you pull apart a human decision from divine               
intervention? How do you know when God is calling you to a particular task, or if you’re                 
just doing what seems best? It’s not so clear-cut, and so we tend to just omit talking                 
about God, even if we suspect that God is still present. 
 
And yet we believe that, though we often don’t speak of God, yet God is still speaking,                 
integrated into the very fabric of our lives. Each thought, each decision, each time we               
seem to simply be casting our lot, there is God, silently yet powerfully present in each                
moment, guiding our thoughts, showing us right from wrong, and giving us both the              
grace and boldness to put ourselves into the drama of life and do what is right and                 
necessary. 
 
And so in fact, many people who read through Esther don’t even notice that God is                
missing, because we simply assume God’s presence, as we simply assume God’s            
presence in our own lives. It is often only in hindsight that we see God guiding and                 
providing, particularly in the most challenging moments. 
 
As you might have guessed by this point, I think the Christian church should spent more                
time reading Esther. I think it shouldn’t be just an esoteric Jewish tale hidden in the                
dusty section of the Bible. I think we should read it, because we need to be reminded                 
that we are part of a great cosmic narrative, with God’s provision at the center, and that                 
our human drama provides the moments that move the narrative forward to its             
conclusion. As followers of Jesus, we understand that divine narrative to be one in              
which God is setting all things to right out of brokenness. Esther reminds us that in the                 
midst of this narrative, each of us has a role, big and small, and we can choose to stand                   
off stage when our moment comes, or we can step into the moment, with fear and                
trembling, but with the confidence that no, we’re not just casting lots into the abyss, but                
choosing to trust that God is quietly but powerfully working through our human             
moments. Thanks be to God. Amen. 


