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Helped by Hadassah, Part 2
Text: Esther 4:1-17

Review:
This is a story of power, deceit, sex trafficking and God’s faithfulness.
Power
From jwa.org (Jewish Women’s Archives):
Women were, in the world of the Persian diaspora as in many other cultures, essentially powerless and marginalized members of society. Even if they belonged to the dominant culture, they could not simply reach out and grasp power, as a man could; whatever power they could obtain was earned through the manipulation of the public holders of power, men. In this sense the Jew living in a foreign land could identify with the woman: he or she too was essentially powerless and marginalized, and power could be obtained only through one’s wits and talents.
There are provocative questions that arise:
Was Esther’s power real or merely derived?
Was Esther a good strategist or was Mordecai making all the decisions, and using Esther as a puppet, to meet his own political goals ?
Was Esther compelled by her situation to use her body, looks and sex appeal to advance, in her culture?
What do we make of Esther’s apparent lack of solidarity with Queen Vashti, a fellow woman who refused to be paraded in front of King Ahasuerus and his companions? Where was the feminist unity?
 Today, the questions of power and gender are still plaguing us. Whether we speak of Bill Cosby or Harvey Weinstein or Prince Andrew or Jeffrey Epstein, women have often felt they could not say no to the holders of wealth and power!


Queen Vashti has stood up to her husband in a daring refusal to come parade herself before King Ahasuerus and his friends. Esther, a young (probably not even twenty years old), beautiful virgin did not have the power to say “no” to Mordecai or the king.
A wholesale slaughter of Jews has been arranged (3:1-15, especially v. 13). Haman has been infuriated by Mordecai’s refusal to bow and pay homage to Haman (3:1-5). Haman then decides that Mordecai, and all his people, should be put to death (3:13).
The mourning of Mordecai and other Jews (4:1-3)
tearing the clothes - Numbers 14:6; 2 Samuel 1:11; Isaiah 36:22
Remember, Esther has not made it known that she is a Jew. Mordecai advised that she leave that part of her resumé out (deceit). cf. 2:10.
Esther is challenged to be an advocate for the Jewish people now that she is in a position of power. It is a limited power, for this is a very strongly male-dominated culture. Even the queen had to be invited into the king’s presence (4:11). Mordecai suggests that Esther use her power, though limited, to advocate for those who have no voice. Esther has an opportunity, a moment, a window. Mordecai is confident that if Esther fails to act, help will come from “another place”(4:14). Let us do what we can when we can, especially when it comes to serving the underprivileged, the disenfranchised, the weak, the voiceless ones, the powerless ones.


Illus.
 Martin Neimöller was a German Lutheran pastor who, in a 1946 piece, wrote about the cowardice of clergy and German intellectuals during Hitler’s reign.
First, they came for the Communists
And I did not speak out-
Because I was not a Communist

Then they came for the Socialists
And I did not speak out-
Because I was not a Socialist

Then they came for the trade unionists
And I did not speak out-
Because I was not a trade unionist

Then they came for the Jews
And I did not speak out-
Because I was not a Jew

Then they came for me
And there was no one left
To speak out for me

Esther is urged to speak up and speak out and use her position, her limited power, to save others. It may cost her her life, but she seems willing to risk it.
Esther was passing. She was Jewish but her husband didn’t know it and neither did those in her court. She was passing as a Persian pagan. Power comes into play again.  She thought, “If I admit I am part of the despised, the vulnerable, I will give up my power.”
Leland Ryken, in his Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the Bible, says that Esther was ...initially a beautiful young woman with a weak character, [who]becomes transformed into a person with heroic moral stature and political skill.

This text, in chapter four of Esther, is a call to us all, to use our positions and our power to effect change. That taking of a stance may come at great personal cost. We could die, going to see the king!
1. Esther decides to fast (note the absence of prayer with the fasting): a spiritual action
2. Then, Esther decides to go see the king: a political action
I’m helped by Hadassah here. I was unfair to Esther in my first sermon in this series. She did go in to the king for a one night sexual experience. However, I didn’t point out, forcefully enough, the power imbalance. Esther may not have been able to say no to Mordecai or to King Ahasuerus or to Hegai, the custodian of the women.

Two lessons from this text today:

I must never accept complete silence as a normal posture for my life. If I see something, I must say something. The first clause of 4:14 raises one of Esther’s options. It is an option Mordecai doesn’t want to see Esther exercise. I must not accept disengagement as an option for living out my faith.

Sometimes I must challenge prevailing norms and laws in order to respond to the call of God upon my life. Look at the end of 4:16: And so I will go to the king, which is against the law; and if I perish, I perish!
Illus.
On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks was arrested in Montgomery, Alabama for not giving up her seat on a bus to a White person. Bus driver James F. Blake ordered Rosa Parks to vacate her seat and she said “no”. She broke the law and challenged the prevailing norm regarding the rights of Montgomery’s people of color. There are consequences to such civil disobedience. Esther says that it is possible that she will perish!
I close with words of our Lord from Luke 9:23-26
23 Then He said to them all, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me. 24 For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will save it. 25 For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and is himself destroyed or lost? 26 For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words, of him the Son of Man will be ashamed when He comes in His own glory, and in His Father’s, and of the holy angels.

Thank you, Jesus.
Thank you, Hadassah.

Amen
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