Sermon:  Sept. 27, 2009

Scripture: Esther 7:1-6; 9-10
James 5:13-20
Mark 9:38-50

Sermon Title: Authors of our Own Destruction
Call to Worship: Psalm 124

Leader: Behold, blessthe Lord, al you servants
Of the Lord, who by night stand in the
House of the Lord.
People: Wewill blessthe Lord and praise our
God because he stands with us day and night.
Leader: Lift up your handsin the sanctuary,
And blessthe Lord.
People: Wewill lift up our handsin the sanctuary,
(al the peoplelift up their hands)
And blesstheLord.
Leader: The Lord who made heaven and earth
Bless you from Zion!
People: Wereceive God’s Blessing and wait
Upon our Lord. Amen.

Hymns: #181 Come Singto God
#344 Christ of the Upward Way
#404 PreciousLord, TakeMy Hand

Prayer of Confession:

Gracious Lord, you have created us and wondrously made us. We are reflections of
your image and we long to belikeyou: loving, just and caring. But sometimeswe
donot mirror your image. There aretimeswhen we are anything but: loving, just
and caring. We have atendency to focus on our own desires and our own iSsues.
We have a hard time thinking about the needs of otherswhen we are so wrapped up
in our own needs. Wewant security and we want continuity, so we shy away from
anything that putsour security at risk or reeks of change. Help usto understand
that only You, the Creator and Sustainer of Life, do not change. Forgive usfor our
narrow vision and enable usto bemorelike You. Inthename of Christ we pray.
Amen.
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The story of Esther isone of the most prized storiesof all the scriptures. Itisastory
that isfilled with anomalies and contradictions. And yet it isa story that conveysa
strong message of God’s active involvement in thelife of God’s people. And it all
revolves around a young girl who isplucked out of her Hebrew heritage and thrust
into theintrigue of a Persian King and the court politicsthat almost destroyed her.

Esther was a beauty. The niece of Mordecai, a Jewish leader who had been
deported under the great dispersion of Nebuchadrezzar, the Jewsin Babylon
struggled to maintain their Jewish identity. It wasnot easy. Thetemptation was
alwaysthereto becomea part of the population. Blend in. Adopt thelocal dress
code and thelocal mores. Forget about the Jewish faith in Yahweh. Belikethe
natives. Still, many Hebrewsremembered their roots and stuck out like sore
thumbs. It wasout of thisfaithful group that Esther came. Which makesthe story
even mor e fascinating.

King Xerxeshad a passion for beautiful women. Hisharem wasfilled with them.
Queen Vashti herself had come out of that harem. But she had grown old. Her
beauty had faded. And she had become embroiled in the palace politics. Shewasno
longer thefavorite of King Xerxes. When helaid eyes on Esther, he knew that had
to have her. Thefact that she acquiesced and willingly became a partner to the
King gives us occasion to pause. Sheviolated all of the Hebrew restrictions against
fraternizing with pagans. Above everything good little Jewish Girls understood
that they were never to allow themselves to become enmeshed with Gentiles.

But Esther does. And it does not take long for the King to recognize her beauty and
her regal temperament and so she displaces Vashti asthe new Queen. One
commentator on the story of Esther asksthe question: Can a good woman find a
fruitful placein this depraved, conniving and confining world?

Well, Esther did! Obvioudly, her place at the King' s side indicated that she
compromised some of her rigid religious beliefs. And her involvement in the court
with all of its pagan practices meant that she must have made some compromises
thereaswell. But when the chipswere down, Esther stood up for her people and
became the conduit by which God saved them from genocide.

So, thefirst point | want to make thismorning that flows from the story of Esther is
that lifeisnot always a matter of making black and white decisions. | wish it were.
Thingswould be so easy! If we had arule book we could turn to that gave usthe



proper mode of behavior in every situation that lifethrowsat us. But that isnot
how lifeis. Besides, there are not enough library shelvesto hold the rule books that
would be necessary to cover every situation of life. Rather, God created uswith
minds that think and with spiritsthat can discern God’swill, and then hethrows us
out thereinto theworld to be Stewards. And when we are confronted with complex
and perplexing living situations, we have the freedom to decide how to act. This
means that another young woman may have decided not to enter Xerxes harem
because of her religious convictions, while Esther did. And we do not elevate one
woman over the other asbeing more“ Godly” or “righteous’. Because we do not
know the eventual outcome of our actions.... Aswith Esther, it placed her in a
position where God was ableto use her for the benefit of the Hebrew people. But all
of thiswe know only in hindsight. So, when confronted with existential decisions
about life... make our choices based on the best information and the best ethics and
the best religious mores aswe can muster ..... and then we ask God to bless our
decisions and forgive our mistakes.

Now, thereisanother lesson that comes out of Esther’slifein the court of King
Xerxes. And thismay be the most important message that God is sharing with us
through thisstory. Sometimeswe are our own wor st enemies. Sometimeswe are
the authors of our own destruction. Takefor example Haman.

Haman was one of King Xerxes chief advisors. You might say that hewasthe
Secretary of State. Hehad alot of power and influence with the King. One of the
little sidebarsto thisstory isjust how out of touch Xerxeswasto what was going on
around him. Hewas moreinterested in keeping his harem happy, than hewasin
the affairs of state. Kathleen O’Connor, Professor of Old Testament at Columbia
Theological Seminary notesthat the book of Esther “delightsin making subtle fun of
the Persian Empire, of the king —a monarchical buffoon —and of the empire’s
ridiculous, rigid, and unalterable law. The Kingisa weak ruler, blind to moral
character of othersand ignorant of his people, and he has come under the sway of the
“wicked Haman...”

Haman isa wicked, preudiced and spiteful individual who isusing his position to
push hisown agenda. Haman delightsin the power which the King has given him.
You can almost see Haman asthe“man behind thethrone”. So, when he discovers
that thereisa Jewish Elder who will not bow down to the King, he usesthat asan
excuse to eliminate this disr uptive class of peoplewho areliving in their midst. He
hasthe King sign a edict which declares death to any who will not bow down to the
King. Then, to make his point, he has an immense gallows built in the courtyard of
thepalace. Thiswill bewherethat traitor Mordecai will be executed. Even the
dimensions of the gallowsiscomical. Seventy-five-feet high! Why so high? You can
hang a person if you can get hisfeet just six inches off the ground. Perhapsit was
Haman’sway of demonstrating hisauthority. Makeit big, hetold his car penters!
Or perhaps he wanted the citizens outside the palace walls to see the penalty meted
out to those who failed to follow the King' s orders, which werereally Haman’s
orders.



It reminds me of the story of Deacon Brodie, one of the member s of the town council
in the city of Edinburgh Scotland back in the 1700”s. It seemsthat Deacon Brodie
was a well respected city father. He sat on the city council and was a practicing
engineer. So, when the city council decided that they need to build a new gallows,
Deacon Brodieto design and build it. They situated the gallowsin the town square
right outside of Edinburgh Cathedral.

Littledid thetown council know that in the evenings, after dark, Deacon Brodie was
anight burglar. He had been a welcome guest in the well to do homes of the
community and therefore knew the lay out of each house, soin the still of the night
he pillaged each home. Thiswent on for a number of years. Until, at last he was
caught red handed. When the story was printed in the Edinburgh Newspaper,
someone sent a copy of the article to Robert L ouis Stephenson who used it to write
thestory of Dr. Jeckell and Mr. Hyde.

Oh, did | tell you? Deacon Brodie wasthefirst person executed on the gallows,
which he had designed and built!

Sometimes we make our own Hell! Sometimes we become the victims of our own
misadventures. It wassuretrue of Haman. Hethought hewasbeyond reprisal. He
laid histrap with cunning, only to discover that he was caught in his own trap.
When Esther discovered what he had done, she had to make a decision. Would she
gototheKing and disclose that she was Jewish and that Haman’s decree
condemned her along with the others. Or, did she keep her mouth shut and enjoy
the advantages of being the King's consort? What should she do?

What shedid wasto lay atrap of her own. Shethrew a party for the King. Not one
party, but two. At thefirst party sheasked the Kingto cometo an even greater
party and to bring hisadvisor, Haman. And then at the second party she asked the
Kingto spareher life. TheKingwassurprised, to say theleast. He did not know
her lifewasin danger. It wasthen that she disclosed that someonein the court had
conspired to have all Jewsin the Kingdom executed. The execution edict had been
issued and the troops wer e already on their way to round the Hebrews up. So when
Xerxes discovered that his beloved Queen was of Jewish origin, he sent out a
countermanding order which gave the Jewstheright to kill anyone who would
attack them. That stopped the slaughter dead in itstracks. And when Esther
disclosed to Xerxesthat it was Haman who started thiswhole thing rolling, the King
ordered that Haman be executed on the very gallows which had been built for

M ordecai.

A final thing to note about thisstory isthat nowherein it doesit mention God.
Thisstory wasincluded in the Hebrew Scriptures not because of itsdirect reference
to God, but because of itsindirect referenceto God. Throughout the entire story, it
isimplied that the Spirit of God was at work. But it isnever stated. Throughout
thisentire story the Spirit of God is seen at work in thelife decisions of thisyoung
woman, whom many folks would scorn because she made so many compromises
with the Hebrew Traditions.



Theend of the story isthat we are ableto seein thereal life of an individual how
God isat work. Think about your own life. Decisions are not always crystal clear.
Sometimes we have to choose between the lesser of two evils. Sometimeswe haveto
know when to speak and when to be quiet. And the only way we can know these
thingsis by the gentleleading of The Spirit of God.

We, like Esther are called upon to speak out when it really matters. And when does
it really matter? Not when we arein danger.... But when othersarein danger.
When the disenfranchised and the underlings of life are beset and troubled.
Remember thewords of Christ: “Whoever hasdoneit to the least of these my
brethren, hasdoneit untome.” The Christian Ethic that drives us, that leads our
spirits aswe make the decisions of lifeis always “ other directed”. You do not have
to beat othersover the head with “God Talk” in order towin them to Christ. You
simply haveto live livesthat publicly statethat thereisa greater force at work in
you. Nowherein Esther are you pummeled with God language, but you know God
isat work. That'show it should befor you and me. Amen
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