
“Esther’s Courage” 
In today’s lectionary text we hear the words from the Book of 
Esther, a Jewish novella written in the 4th century BCE. I am 
going to expand my readings to include much of the story, so we 
have some context and can follow the plotline. The sermon is as 
much a retelling of the story as it is a reflection on Esther’s 
courage. I invite you to listen for parallels that are relevant in 
our world today. 
 
In the plot line we discover betrayal, intrigue, threats of murder 
and attempted genocide. We will witness how the women of the 
story are forced to maneuver within patriarchy in Persian 
society. It’s a man’s world.  
 
We begin with chapter one: 

 
This happened in the days of Ahasuerus, the same Ahasuerus 
who ruled over one hundred twenty-seven provinces from India 
to Ethiopia.[a]2 In those days when King Ahasuerus sat on his 
royal throne in the citadel of Susa, 3 in the third year of his 
reign, he gave a banquet for all his officials and ministers. The 
army of Persia and Media and the nobles and governors of the 
provinces were present, 4 while he displayed the great wealth of 
his kingdom and the splendor and pomp of his majesty for 
many days, one hundred eighty days in all. 
 
The king liked to party. He partied for 180 days in all. We will 
continue on in with verse ten in the first chapter where we 
meet Queen Vashti, who was queen long before Esther. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Esther+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-12704a


On the seventh day, when the king was merry with wine, he 
commanded…the seven eunuchs who attended him, 11 to bring 
Queen Vashti before the king, wearing the royal crown (and 
nothing else), in order to show the peoples and the officials her 
beauty; for she was fair to behold. 12  

But Queen Vashti refused to come at the king’s command 
conveyed by the eunuchs. At this the king was enraged, and his 
anger burned within him. Then the king consulted the sages 
who knew the laws[c] (for this was the king’s procedure toward 
all who were versed in law and custom, 14 and those next to him 
were seven officials of Persia and Media, who had access to the 
king, and sat first in the kingdom): 15  

“According to the law, what is to be done to Queen Vashti 
because she has not performed the command of King 
Ahasuerus conveyed by the eunuchs?” 16 Then one of the 
officials, Memucan said in the presence of the king and the 
other officials, “Not only has Queen Vashti done wrong to the 
king (because she would not disgrace herself), but also to all 
the officials and all the peoples who are in all the provinces of 
King Ahasuerus. 17  

The men feared that women would follow her example and 
not obey their husbands so, 

For this deed of the queen will be made known to all women, 
causing them to look with contempt on their husbands, since 
they will say, ‘King Ahasuerus commanded Queen Vashti to be 
brought before him, and she did not come.’  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Esther+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-12716c


18 This very day the noble ladies of Persia and Media who have 
heard of the queen’s behavior will rebel against[d] the king’s 
officials, and there will be no end of contempt and wrath! 19 If it 
pleases the king, let a royal order go out from him, and let it be 
written among the laws of the Persians and the Medes so that 
it may not be altered, that Vashti is never again to come 
before King Ahasuerus; and let the king give her royal position 
to another who is better than she. 20 So when the decree 
made by the king is proclaimed throughout all his kingdom, 
vast as it is, all women will give honor to their husbands, high 
and low alike.” 

(Let us make sure women know their place!) 

21 This advice pleased the king and the officials, and the king did 
as Memucan proposed; 22 he sent letters to all the royal 
provinces, to every province in its own script and to every 
people in its own language, declaring that every man should be 
master in his own house. 

I will state here that there would be no Book of Esther if we did 
not first have Vashti. Vashti stood up for herself and paid the 
price. And some feminist theologians add—that at least Vashti 
got what she wanted—she was not killed and she didn’t have to 
appear before Ahasuerus ever again. 

Let us return to the King, in Chapter 2.  And here I have 
paraphrased. After a time, the king realizes he needs a queen 
and is instructed to invite virgins to the palace to audition for 
him. And it is here we meet Esther, a young Jewish woman, 
being raised by her guardian Mordecai. Because of her beauty 
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she is chosen to audition with all of the other virgins. She 
receives skin treatments and special oils from the eunuchs, she 
is in their care many months before she has audience with the 
King. Mordecai instructs Esther to keep her Jewish identity 
hidden as she auditions for her position. And she does just this.  
 
In verse 15 of chapter 2 we read: Now Esther was admired by all 
who saw her. 16 When Esther was taken to King Ahasuerus in his 
royal palace in the tenth month, which is the month of Tebeth, 
in the seventh year of his reign, 17 the king loved Esther more 
than all the other women; of all the virgins she won his favor 
and devotion, so that he set the royal crown on her head and 
made her queen instead of Vashti. 18 Then the king gave a great 
banquet to all his officials and ministers—“Esther’s banquet.” 
He also granted a holiday[c] to the provinces, and gave gifts with 
royal liberality. 
 
Rabbis of centuries past have struggled with this initial 
depiction of Esther. She willingly consorts with a gentile, which 
means she does anything he asks of her during the audition. She 
likely slept with the king, a gentile! And Esther does not keep 
Jewish laws. She in fact has been instructed to hide her identity. 
To be a good Jew, in this context, in the diaspora, meant to not 
appear Jewish at all and to keep one’s true identity hidden for 
the sake of safety. 
 
Shortly after she becomes queen, Esther’s guardian Mordecai 
gives her a tip that there are people within the court that 
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conspire to kill the king, and by sharing this Queen Esther 
becomes trusted by Ahasuerus.  
 
But, as it tends to happen in royal courts and governments, 
there was someone else who was hungry for power and wanted 
to be treated like a king within the Persian court. Haman was 
this man. He went around town commanding everyone to bow 
down before him, since he had been appointed as a high official. 
But Mordecai would not bow down before him. The people of 
Haman and the people of Mordecai were not friends. In fact 
their tribes were old enemies. And so it was easy for Haman to 
plot that all the Jews in the Persian empire be killed because of 
Mordecai. Mordecai finds out about this plot as well.  
 
In response, he wears sackcloth and covers himself in ashes, so 
as to gain Esther’s attention. Esther becomes very distressed 
that Mordecai is wearing a sackcloth and is wailing at the gates. 
So she sends a eunuch she trusts to speak to Mordecai and finds 
out what is going on. Chapter four, verse 6 continues: 

 Hathach the Eunuch went out to Mordecai in the open square 
of the city in front of the king’s gate, 7 and Mordecai told him all 
that had happened to him, and the exact sum of money that 
Haman had promised to pay into the king’s treasuries for the 
destruction of the Jews. 8 Mordecai also gave him a copy of the 
written decree issued in Susa for their destruction, that he 
might show it to Esther, explain it to her, and charge her to go 
to the king to make supplication to him and entreat him for her 
people. 



9 Hathach went and told Esther what Mordecai had said. 10 Then 
Esther spoke to Hathach and gave him a message for Mordecai, 
saying, 11 “All the king’s servants and the people of the king’s 
provinces know that if any man or woman goes to the king 
inside the inner court without being called, there is but one 
law—all alike are to be put to death. Only if the king holds out 
the golden scepter to someone, may that person live.  

I myself have not been called to come in to the king for thirty 
days.” 12 When they told Mordecai what Esther had said, 
13 Mordecai told them to reply to Esther, “Do not think that in 
the king’s palace you will escape any more than all the other 
Jews. 14 For 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. Who knows? Perhaps 
you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this.” 15  

Mordecai, who had instructed Esther to not reveal her 
identity, is now asking her risk everything.  

Then Esther said in reply to Mordecai, 16 “Go, gather all the 
Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and 
neither eat nor drink for three days, night or day. I and my 
maids will also fast as you do. After that I will go to the king, 
though it is against the law; and if I perish, I perish.” 17 Mordecai 
then went away and did everything as Esther had ordered him. 

For such a time as this, Esther realizes that it is within her power 
to save her people. For such a time as this, she decides to 
attempt the seemingly impossible—by being bold and seeking 



audience with the king, in a place where a woman is not usually 
welcomed (except for entertainment). She and her court fast for 
three days as she spiritually readies herself for the task at hand. 
This is how she expresses her faith, through fasting. Hear the 
words from Chapter 5, verses 1-8: 
 
On the third day Esther put on her royal robes and stood in the 
inner court of the king’s palace, opposite the king’s hall. The 
king was sitting on his royal throne inside the palace opposite 
the entrance to the palace. 2 As soon as the king saw Queen 
Esther standing in the court, she won his favor and he held out 
to her the golden scepter that was in his hand. Then Esther 
approached and touched the top of the scepter. 3 The king said 
to her, “What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request? It shall 
be given you, even to the half of my kingdom.” 4 Then Esther 
said, “If it pleases the king, let the king and Haman come today 
to a banquet that I have prepared for the king.” 5 Then the king 
said, “Bring Haman quickly, so that we may do as Esther 
desires.” So the king and Haman came to the banquet that 
Esther had prepared. 6 While they were drinking wine, the king 
said to Esther, “What is your petition? It shall be granted you. 
And what is your request? Even to the half of my kingdom, it 
shall be fulfilled.” 7 Then Esther said, “This is my petition and 
request: 8 If I have won the king’s favor, and if it pleases the king 
to grant my petition and fulfill my request, let the king and 
Haman come tomorrow to the banquet that I will prepare for 
them, and then I will do as the king has said.” 
 



Esther in her wisdom, invites the king and Haman, to dine with 
her in her quarters. She holds more power in her own palace 
than in the palace of the king. 
 
Doesn’t this sound like some medieval plot twist in Game of 
Thrones and not the Bible? We have to remember that our good 
book is full of juicy plot twists, it is not all sweetness and light. 
What we have inherited is very much a human story—where 
often the successful are foolish and the wise arrive at their 
wisdom through hardship. It is a story where eventually a young 
child from an unwed mother, adopted by a refugee named 
Joseph is called Messiah. 
 
Let us return to Esther’s tale and give her, her due. In chapter 6, 
Mordecai and Haman face off and Haman is made to look the 
fool. But we aren’t even sure that Esther knows about these 
antics as she was sequestered in her own palace. We now join 
up with the scripture selected in the common lectionary today in 
Chapter 7 where Queen Esther’s banquet is taking place. 
 
 1 So the king and Haman went in to feast with Queen 
Esther.2 On the second day, as they were drinking wine, the 
king again said to Esther, "What is your petition, Queen Esther? 
It shall be granted you. And what is your request? Even to the 
half of my kingdom, it shall be fulfilled."3 Then Queen Esther 
answered, "If I have won your favor, O king, and if it pleases the 
king, let my life be given me—that is my petition—and the lives 
of my people—that is my request.4 For we have been sold, I 
and my people, to be destroyed, to be killed, and to be 



annihilated. If we had been sold merely as slaves, men and 
women, I would have held my peace; but no enemy can 
compensate for this damage to the king."5  
 
Then King Ahasuerus said to Queen Esther, "Who is he, and 
where is he, who has presumed to do this?"6 Esther said, "A foe 
and enemy, this wicked Haman!" Then Haman was terrified 
before the king and the queen. The king rose from the feast in 
wrath and went into the palace garden, but Haman stayed to 
beg his life from Queen Esther, for he saw that the king had 
determined to destroy him. 8 When the king returned from the 
palace garden to the banquet hall, Haman had thrown himself 
on the couch where Esther was reclining; and the king said, 
“Will he even assault the queen in my presence, in my own 
house?” As the words left the mouth of the king, they covered 
Haman’s face. 
 
9 Then Harbona, one of the eunuchs in attendance on the king, 
said, "Look, the very gallows that Haman has prepared for 
Mordecai, whose word saved the king, stands at Haman's 
house, fifty cubits high." And the king said, "Hang him on 
that."10 So they hanged Haman on the gallows that he had 
prepared for Mordecai. Then the anger of the king abated.  
 
Because of Esther, the Jews in the diaspora in Persia survived.  
Mordecai became vizier, a special advisor to the king, and the 
House of Haman was given to Esther. But even so, death and 
destruction still remain a theme as the novella comes to a close, 
as the Jewish people in the Persian empire were given 



permission to kill gentiles at will if they felt they were being 
threatened. An eye for an eye and tribalism continued. What is 
different about this story, and why it continues to stand out in 
the Bible is that it was a woman, in her wisdom, that saved her 
people. It was a woman, who worked within the patriarchal 
power structures to keep her people safe. And that’s the main 
message here—figure out how to work within and through the 
powers that be to take care of these least of these. 
 
So how many of you have read the book of Esther before? 
 
Perhaps this is not what you expected from a sermon today, 
traveling to Persia in the time before Christ, to hear a tale 
where a woman risks her own life to save the lives of others? 
Mordecai tells Esther, for such a time as this, she has the 
position, the favor, and the ability to stop the unleashing of 
genocide. With God’s grace, she has the courage to act. With 
God’s grace, she is heard and believed. 
 
The take away for me in the retelling of this story is that Esther 
is one courageous woman. She uses what power she has to 
sway the king, a king who drinks too much, eats too much, 
and usually listens only to men about how to run his kingdom. 
Though God is never mentioned in the whole of the book 
(later writers did go back and add God and godliness in here 
and there, but the early book lacks any mention of God), we 
get the sense that God is working through the every day lives 
of the Jewish people. We get the sense that God is with Esther. 
 



We get the sense that God is there in the midst of the plot 
twists and in precarious place Esther finds herself.  
 
The Story of Esther only emerges in our lectionary once every 
three years, on this very weekend. For such a time as this, we 
are asked to consider Esther—consider her risks, consider her 
selflessness, consider her actions in light of our own current 
day drama in the other Washington. And as post modern 
people influenced by the news of the hour and the current 
#MeToo movement, we have to reckon with our own #MeToo 
moments, our own indiscretions, our own failures, our own 
times where we seized power or had no power, or wondered 
where and how we might speak up for ourselves and to speak 
up for those who have lost their voice or have no 
voice….despite the fact that there are those out there in the 
world like Haman who do not care about us at all. 
 
In this week ahead, I invite you to think about the Book of 
Esther and who you most relate to—is it Vashti? Esther? 
Mordecai? The King? Haman? The Jewish people?  
 
And I ask you, do we, as followers of Jesus, do we listen to the 
women and to each other when we have a difficult truth to 
share….do we believe the women, the children, the many 
survivors in our midst…and do we actually care about their 
welfare and what happens to them? Our UCC General Minister 
John Dorhauer shared this call of solidarity on a Facebook 
post: 



I call upon people of faith to find their voices and speak out 
about the sexual abuse, trauma, and assault that has become 
far too common. 

I call upon people of faith to find their voices and speak up in 
order to create a world where women who dare to tell their 
stories and break their silence are cared for, heard, and 
nurtured, and where the men who look to us to shame their 
victims do not get the audience they need to protect them. 

I call upon men of faith, men in power, and men in political 
offices to adopt a position of radical and deep listening to the 
voices of those who experience our use and abuse of power as 
a threat. 

These are important steps we must take to heal the wounds 
we have all had a hand in creating. Healing will not happen 
immediately, but we must begin immediately to act. Anything 
short of this guarantees the wound will fester and grow. 

Be the Church. Believe. Listen. Teach. Heal. 

And may Jesus the Christ be with us and meet us in the midst 
of the struggle to love one another and care for one another. 
 
Amen. Let us sing together a Prophet Woman Broke a Jar, 
found in your bulletin. The tune is familiar, the words are new. 
 


