Sermon Thursday Communion 4thAugust (Esther 6)
Today we heard the set lectionary readings. For the past few days the Old Testament readings have been working through the book of Esther. I have found my attention caught by some of the intriguing detail in the short book of Esther, so I thought I would base my sermon on it today. And it seems that this is an unusual choice. Apparently Esther is one of the least preached on books of the Bible. Some have even suggested that it should not be in the Bible at all because it contains no prophecies, miracles or prayers, and does not even mention God once. Quite a few church goers will probably never have heard a sermon on Esther, and if you have, it might have been some time ago. So to begin, a bit of background.
In 587BC Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians, and most of the Jewish people were taken into exile in Babylon. That exile ended in 539BC, when Babylon was in turn conquered by the Persian King Cyrus, who allowed all the Babylonian captives to return to their homelands, something which was in fact prophesied in the book of Isaiah 200 years before. Interestingly in 1879 archaeologists discovered an object called the Cyrus cylinder during an excavation in Babylon. Writing on it proclaims how Cyrus defeated Babylon and set free the various nations held captive by the Babylonians. It is today exhibited in the British museum, one of the many ways which archaeology has confirmed the historical validity of biblical accounts.
But not all the Jews returned home. Some decided to stay in Babylon, in what was now the Persian empire. This included Esther, her parents, and her cousin Mordecai. The events of the book of Esther take place during the reign of Xerxes, the grandson of Cyrus. 
The plot revolves around one powerful man, Haman, second only to the King, who becomes furious that Mordecai refuses to show him the proper respect due to his position as the King had ordered. Haman discovers that Mordecai is a Jew and so in his rage he decides to plan the extermination of every Jew in the empire, which by now includes Judah and Jerusalem. In fact Haman’s scheme foreshadows Hitler’s final solution to rid the world of Jews. Since then the story of Esther has become one of the most important festivals in the Jewish calendar, Purim, where the story is read aloud, gifts are given, and a festive meal is shared.
The story of Esther in essence is based around this beautiful young Jewish woman, advised by Mordecai, who is chosen by King Xerxes to be his queen, and is able to save her people from destruction against all the odds.  At first sight it seems quite a straightforward heroic account, but it’s a fascinating book in all sorts of ways, including the fact that no-one in the story is really a good role model. 
They are all flawed people. Mordecai is the original catalyst for the plan to kill the Jews, seemingly because of his personal feud with Haman, and he also advises Esther to hide the fact she is a Jew – in reality encouraging her to live a lie. It seems that his refusal to bow to Haman was just a result of pride and a personal conflict with Haman, not to any religious proscription. 
Esther too is far from a perfect role model. She hid who she really was, she slept with the gentile King Xerxes and then married him, something God had prohibited, and despite Mordecai emphasising that God had put her in the influential position of Xerxes queen in order that she could save her people, Esther is at first afraid to take the risk of petitioning the King. 
In the chapter we read today she allowed the King to believe that Haman had made advances towards her which finally led to his execution.

But somehow I find all of that somehow encouraging. That the Bible is not full of unrealistic perfect heroic figures, that they all have their failings and that it is only God at work through them and around them that brings good out of the bad, who transforms situations and lives. As I put this together I was reminded of the Teraodontidea order of marine life. A bit obscure you might think, but this type of fish includes what we know as puffer fish. The puffer fish is the second most poisonous animal in the world, and its poison can kill a human in minutes. However, prepared in the right way the puffer fish becomes fugu, a greatly prized delicacy in Japan. Esther and Mordecai were typical flawed human beings like me or you, but the story shows how God can and does work through imperfect people to accomplish his perfect plan. 

The book of Esther shows how God sometimes acts, as one commentator put it, as ‘The Sovereign in the shadows’. Events can be seen as a series of coincidences, but taken together show how God is at work. Esther just happens to be chosen to be queen, Mordecai happens to overhear a plot to kill the King and saves him from assassination. When Haman rolls dice, called the pur, to determine when the Jewish people are to be disposed of, the date comes out as 11 months in the future, giving them time to prepare. 
The King happens to suffer from insomnia, and so rediscovers how Mordecai saved his life. The King happens to find Haman too close to his wife, and just when the King is wondering how to punish Haman another servant tells him of the gallows Haman had already prepared for Mordecai. 

By the way I discovered that the term gallows is probably a mistranslation. The usual method of execution in the Persian empire was to impale the condemned on a stake, and it was this grisly end that Haman had prepared for his enemy Mordecai, and now became his own fate.
So it would be easy to miss how God was behind this series of seeming coincidences. And we experience that too don’t we? We sometimes think that God is absent, we don’t know what he is doing, we don’t see miracles every day.  And yet he is present, maybe behind the scenes, bringing about his purposes, but maybe we are not aware of just how at the moment.
There are so many things that we don’t understand. Why so many bad things happen, why good people suffer and evil seems to prosper, a theme we hear reflected so often in the Psalms. Maybe sometimes it’s because we live in a fallen world, perhaps because there is evil around us, sometimes because of our own foolishness or sin, but none of that can thwart Gods purposes. He is there, behind the scenes sometimes, but always active. Perhaps some of what we suffer equips us better for the future, maybe our tragedies help us to relate to others in the same situation, perhaps we experience his presence in a new way through times of trial.
So the book of Esther reminds us that God is always at work despite our flawed nature, despite the evil and damaged world we live in. God works through us and around us and we can be confident that in the words of my favourite verse Romans 8:28 -  ‘and we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose’.

Amen.
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