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TEXTS
Esther 7:1-6, 9-10, 9:20-22 or Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29
Psalm 124 or Psalm 19:7-14
James 5:13-20
Mark 9:38-50

What links the texts this week? 

Our texts for today are a reminder that the hand of God moves in and through us as enfleshed individuals 
and communities. We are made capable of incredible things - given the potential to be a part of freeing 
and healing and creating and all sorts of holy endeavors. And, we are in trouble if we forget that such 
work is that of God among us,  tempting ourselves towards the belief some of us are more capable than 
others or more important or more holy. We will be most in touch with the needs of the whole, our own 
capabilities, and the sacredness in one another when we are grounded in the assurance that, as the Psalm 
says, “our help is in God.” 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP

Call to worship 

Spirit of the Living God, our help in times of trouble 
Rise among us, within us, and around us
Wherever there is fear
Give us courage
Wherever there is pain
Make us seekers of healing 
Wherever there is evil and oppression
May we protect one another
Through you, O God, all mourning will be turned into celebration
By your Spirit, may we make it so! 

Opening Prayer

Liberating One, there are times when the world’s suffering is all we can see. We look for you in every direction 
but you are hidden. When we begin to despair, wondering if we have been abandoned to the powers of evil, 
remind us of your presence within. Our comforter, our strength, our hope, you are always as close as our own 
breath. Thanks be to God, amen. 
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Invitation to offering

We need each other. This simple truth is one of our greatest hopes and greatest challenges. God shows up, not 
apart from creation but through it. And so, may we turn to one another in faith, bringing all we have and all we 
are, trusting that in community, we will build our hope. 

Prayer of dedication

Holy One, we give you thanks for all the ways you provide for us in body, mind, and spirit. Help us to be faithful 
stewards, not only of our monetary resources but also of all the gifts and skills and possibilities we hold within. 
May all be used faithfully in service to the flourishing of life. Amen.

Benediction

Friends, we have everything we need to be people and communities of hope. With the assurance that the 
One who liberates, the One who heals, the One who draws people together goes with you, ready to change 
everything, go in peace and courage. 

SERMON PREP  
Text: Esther 7:1-6, 9-10, 9:20-22

Narrati ve Summaries 

Preceding v erses 

Since the lectionary chops this story into a few pieces, this narrative summary incorporates the before, the in 
between, and a tad of the after :

Mordecai raised Esther who was his cousin. She was Jewish but the king was not aware of that when he took 
her into the palace. She won his favor and he made her queen. Mordecai heard of plans of assassination of the 
king and told Esther so she could tell the king. Haman was second in command to the king and planned to 
kill Mordecai’s people, all the Jewish people in the land, because Mordecai would not bow to Haman. Haman 
didn’t tell the king who the people were, but that they didn’t follow the laws and thus the king approved their 
destruction.

Mordecai informed Esther of the plans and she requested to the king that Haman come to the next banquet. 
Neither Haman nor the King know she is Jewish. The king couldn’t sleep before the banquet and was reviewing 
the records and histories. He saw that it was Mordecai that reported the plans for the king to be assassinated 
and the king asked what honor had been given Mordecai. The king ordered Haman (who got jealous quickly) 
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to lavish Mordecai in robes and parade him in honor  - and he did. After, Mordecai was still in deep mourning.

Then the primary text begins.

The portion of chapter 7 excluded by the lectionary is Haman begging the Queen to save him. The king returns 
and believes Haman is assaulting the queen.

In chapter 8, the king gives Mordecai the honor and resources Haman. While he is legally incapable of overturning 
the decree of Haman to kill the Jewish people, he gives Mordecai the authority to issue a  new decree that 
encourages the Jewish people to defend themselves without fear or legal repercussions. Alongside, Mordecai’s rise 
to power, this secures the safety of the people and renders powerless the plans of Haman.

In early chapter 9, on the day the Jewish people were originally going to be annihilated, they fought and conquered 
all those who were their enemies, with the support of the king. Following, Mordecai sends his letter. 
Chapter 10 closes by recalling the history of what happened and speaking proudly of the honor of Mordecai and 
his service to his people. 

Primary text - Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22

J7:1-6: On the second day of feasting and drinking wine with Queen Esther, the king asked what she wanted - it 
would be granted, even half the kingdom. She told him she wanted her life and the lives of her people who have 
been sold with the intention of killing and annihilating them. She told the king this was done by the hands of 
Haman who was with them and he was very afraid. 

7:9-10: One of the eunuchs told the king of Haman’s gallows prepared for Mordecai and the king said to hang 
Haman on that. They did and the king was even more angry.

9:20-22: Mordecai recorded these events and told all the Jews in the king’s territory, near and far. He said they 
should keep this day in remembrance as they day they found relief, making feasts and sending gifts of food to one 
another and the poor. 

Exegetical Summary 

Background

Esther is not a historical document but a fictional story that shares a similar style to Jonah, though the book of 
Esther has no mention of God by name. The setting of the is the Jewish Diaspora in Persia. It’s the only book in the 
Hebrew Scriptures to explain the background for a new Hebrew festival and it’s purpose is to explain the origin 
of Purim and to make people laugh. Scripture is comprised of many genres and comedy/parody should not be 
received as any less capable of imparting holy truths as any other genre. The book of Esther relies on a number of 
forms of comedy including camp and exaggeration to expose conventions of power. (West)
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Despite lack of reference to any Jewish laws or ritual life, Esther’s narration of the origin of Purim - the festival 
“that celebrates the Jewish people’s deliverance from government-sanctioned mass destruction,” offers a 
testament to God’s commitment to Their people. (Johnson)

Part of the book’s purpose is to reveal who believes they have power and who actually does have power. For 
instance, it would have been impossible in the historical sense for a woman who was not actually Persian to be 
instated as the Queen of the empire. Similarly, the plan devised by Mordecai and Esther to trick the king (in a 
variety of ways but for the well-being of their people) who believes he has total control over everything draw 
out the contrast between perceived power and lived power.  Throughout the book, the king is subtly made fun 
of, Mordecai is characterized as a symbol of wisdom and strength, and Esther speaks to the king and gets what 
she asks for in a context where women were just recently silenced by the king. (Johnson)
 
Verses

7:1-6

There are nine banquets throughout Esther. Banquets are often written as the backdrop for major events to 
occur and in Esther, they also serve to draw out the exaggeration affect of the story. (West)

Johnson relates personally to the wisdom and strength embodied by Esther. She finds hope in this woman who 
practices courage, taking risks for the sake of her people. As a disabled African American breast cancer survivor, 
Johnson shares of having had to rely deeply on her community. Like Esther, she grew up without a mother and 
found community and care in the wider community. When someone is extended such deep care by those 
outside of biological bonds, it often encourages a deep commitment to serving, protecting, and taking pride in 
one’s community, especially when confronted by threats of violence or prejudice. Esther is a powerful model 
of fighting for the well-being of those who cared for her in her own time of need. She stays connected to her 
people and their needs, risking her own position of royalty by revealing her background and the community 
who claims her. (Johnson)

In chapter 4, we read the preparation for this moment. Esther is afraid of what will happen, expecting to be 
put to death if she addresses the king with this request and also reveals her own ethnicity. Mordecai tells her 
not to think she is any safer than any other Jewish person simply because she is now in the royal house, but 
encourages her to use the access she has “for such a time as this.” Esther responds, “though it is against the law; 
if I perish, I perish.” (4:16)

When Esther reveals that Haman is the one behind the planned annihilation, she does not know that the king 
had just humiliated Haman. She would still think he had every bit of power he has had all along as the sort 
of right-hand-man to the king. For her to call him out by name was additionally risky. What if the king didn’t 
believe her? What if he was offended by her willingness to speak negatively of someone in such a high office 
with such a high regard?

In verse 3, she pulls on the heart of the king who has always been deeply fond of her, by asking him to “let my 
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life be given me - that is my petition - and the lives of my people.” He is immediately invited to imagine her own 
life being taken by way of the plan she has mentioned. She brilliantly speaks to him relationally first, making him 
consider the loss he will face if he doesn’t answer her request. She also makes the case that the king will take a 
significant financial loss in addition to the relational loss: “no enemy can compensate for this damage to the king.” 
(Crawford)

Van Den Eynde likens Esther’s story to Moses’. Like him, she was reluctant to accept her vocation. It comes with 
significant risks, potentially death. Mordecai functions as the voice of God, encouraging her in her capabilities and 
the call of her people’s need. Some have called the book of Esther “a theology of possibility,” in which the reader 
will have to decide for themselves where to find God in the midst of this liberative narrative. She also notes that 
while the name Esther could be understood in Persian interpretation as “star,” it is also the case that a Hebrew 
reading of the word means “I am hidden.” This presents interesting interpretations based on either Esther’s 
hidden identity as Jewish or God’s hiddenness among the text - active, but not explicitly revealed. (Van Den 
Eynde)

It is Esther’s personal connection to the King, his love for her as an individual, that acts as the primary foundation 
of his response to her request. In this context, the relationship mattered to him more than power or prejudice. In 
some cases, people are willing to treat others in regards to their relationship to them first, identity factors being 
secondary. In other cases, people are unwilling to let relationship take precedence over matters of gender, race, 
sexuality, or other controversial markers in a given context. The King has always been very fond of Esther and 
fortunately, that fondness carries over into this extremely tense moment when things could have gone either way 
in her reveal and his response. 

Once again, if read through the lens of comedy, a drama pointing out the daftness of the king, Esther’s plea could 
be read as another move that makes the king think he is acting of his own accord, while it’s all happening as 
Esther hopes. In particular, her implying she wouldn’t bother him if she and her people were “only” being sold 
into slavery! She implies he is too important for only that. She plays him as if she is so concerned with how great 
and powerful he is that she would rather be sold into slavery than distress him. With his ego worked, she then 
moves on to what is actually happening, their potential annihilation. This sets him up to make the obvious move 
and intervene. (Levenson)

Levenson reads verse 7:5 as a very peculiar string of words in the original text, translated as “who is the guy and 
where is they guy.” Esther just revealed not only this major request but also her ethnicity that has been hidden 
thus far. Perhaps the king is bumbling in his words because of shock at all that is occuring, Levenson wonders. 
Haman has been known as an enemy of the Jews but in this moment, thanks to Esther’s courage and brilliance, 
she now stands with her husband - not in front of a man with the power to be the “enemy of the Jews,” but 
in front of a man who is a more general “enemy and adversary.” As Levenson says, “it is no longer the Persians 
against the Jews, but the Persians and the Jews against the anti-Semites.” (Levenson)

7:9-10 

Eunuchs in ancient Mediterranean societies often functioned in service roles to civic and state institutions. 
They made for particularly helpful assistants as military officers and chief officers (especially within Persia) or 
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as intermediaries for emperors of servants to other powerful people because they often lacked family ties. 
Without competing loyalties or responsibilities, they were able to move freely across regions as well as social 
and gender boundaries. Under the Byzantine Empire, they were raised in a third-gender category - often 
either born intersex or castrated at a young age and then raised to fit within this third-gender category of 
expectations and norms. They are referenced throughout Esther by name. Their gender allows them to cross 
otherwise boundaried situations, moving freely in spaces commonly treated as women-only and/or men-only. 
(West)

Harbona, one of the king’s eunuchs, is the one to remind the king of the gallows Haman built in order to 
execute the Jewish people. It is Harbona’s words that function as the turning point - power is reversed as the 
king responds with the command for Haman to be hung on the gallows he had built for others. (West)

9:20-22

The Jewish people have not only avoided major destruction of the community, but they have also been raised 
to one of the most powerful groups of people in their society. They were able to overcome oppression and 
reverse their context of power by way of “ethnic solidarity and an underlying faith in the providence of God, 
specifically by the action of the woman Esther, a powerless member of a powerless group.” (Crawford)

Esther may not model traditional narratives of what a hero looks like or behaves like and her compliance 
with patriarchy is appropriately critiqued by many feminist biblical scholars and yet, she sacrifices access to her 
people and navigates the royal courts for the ultimate well-being, not of herself, but of the community. Her 
wise strategy, her courage and willingness to risk her life, and her femme prowess give her a unique set of tools 
to advocate for the liberation of the Jewish people. As Johnny Miles says, “women may indeed have to ‘play 
the game’ in a man’s world, but they need not always do so by a man’s rules. Esther used what powers were 
available to her within a less than ideal context to defeat a villain and save an ethnic minority from extinction.”

The Jewish diaspora in nineteenth century America could look to Esther and find a model for “navigating the 
sticky matter of dual Jewish and American identities within the US. (Miles)

Isaiah 57:19 may be the root of the language “near and far” in which God promises to heal and liberate the 
people, offering “well-being upon the far and the near.” With this insight, one might read the implication of 
Mordecai’s letter as the fulfillment of God’s prophecy through the events that have led up to Purim. The word 
“enjoining” in vs 21 is related to the word for covenant or oath. It’s not difficult to see again the narrative 
parallels between the deliverance of the Jewish people in the Exodus story, with Esther paralleling Moses, 
followed by new obligations of the community in relationship to God who delivered them. In this case, they will 
now observe Purim. The purpose of the celebration is not focused on the ‘victory’ at hand but specifically at 
the “relief [they obtained] from their enemies.” Finally, they are able to relax. Haman had told the king it was his 
best interest “to not leave them alone.” Here, now, they celebrate the relief of being left alone! (Levenson)
There is a longstanding tradition in the Jewish community to intentionally mandate the inclusion and embrace 
of the vulnerable and poor in festivals and celebrations. (Levenson)
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Sermon Starters 

Questions: 

•	What part of you do you feel pressure to keep hidden in order to maintain your place in church, society, 
family, or other spheres? 

•	Can you think of any examples of individuals who started with a noble purpose but rose to power and 
abandoned their people? What about the opposite - starting with an individualistic drive only to ultimately give 
up all they have gained for the sake of their suffering community? 

•	What communities in our world today might relate to the fear of the Jewish people under government 
sanctioned plans of destruction and annihilation of their communities? If we are not the Esther of those 
communities, what other role might we be able to play in solidarity or support? 
 
Application 

•	Cosmic application - Earlier in the text (chapter 4), Mordecai implies to Esther that on the one hand, he 
believes the Jewish people will ultimately be liberated with or without our help and on the other hand, perhaps 
she is in the perfect position to be bring about the liberation here and now. He seems to trust both of those 
are equally true. One sermon might explore the topic of God’s will and desire for justice and liberation for 
all people (and creatures) and how that will is entangled with our own free will. Esther’s courage was critical 
to this moment. The story as we know it could have only unfolded this way because of Esther. Thanks to God 
working through her, the incredible weight of fear and grief hanging over their very existence is relieved and 
the people’s mourning turns to celebration. But what would have happened had she not made that choice? 
Would Mordecai’s belief unfold and would God have found another way? Would there have been more 
loss before relief? Ultimately, everything depends on each individual and absolutely nothing depends on each 
individual. Every single interaction we have in the world can change everything and every single interaction we 
have in the world changes nothing. How do we live in this tension faithfully and why does it matter? Another 
angle is to linger in the real tough stuff - the hiddenness of God in this story can be likened to the hiddenness 
of God the Jewish people talk about during the holocaust - another state-sanctioned attempt at their 
annihilation. Where was God as millions were put to death? Many people in the Christian faith rush to easy 
answers but for those who experienced the loss and terror themselves, things are not so clear. The same could 
be easily said of Esther-where was God as they were all waiting in fear for their lives? Why does God not make 
Themself known? What does it mean when God seems hidden - for us, for the suffering, for justice? As one 
Holocaust survivor says, “those who survived a concentration camp, like me, only did so because of luck.” What 
does this mean for us theologically? Do our beliefs about God hold up in light of he lives that are lost before 
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days of mourning are turned in to days of celebration? 

•	Social application - Esther has flown under the radar in terms of her connection to the Jewish community. 
When things get heated, she could have easily turned her back on her people and prioritized her own 
safety. She was in the royal family. Her only family was her cousin who Haman had intended to kill anyway. 
It wouldn’t be difficult to choose this new life and security if she so desired. One sermon angle may be to 
consider the ways the same temptations are put before us all the time. Often, in small and big ways, we 
are invited to choose our well-being or “success” at the expense of, or at least without consideration of, 
the collective whole.  This can be especially true in our work places or other commitments to institutions. 
Where white norms and/or patriarchal norms and/or hetero norms and/or cisnormativity (etc) are part 
of institutional life, we are forced to make complicated decisions all the time about how much we pretend 
to fit in or agree in order to protect our own place within the institution. Esther does this for a time, but in 
this particular text, she decided instead to bind herself to her people and their plight, refusing to skate by 
unscathed while they perish. How does her story push us to ensure we are always challenging ourselves to 
bind ourselves with those who are suffering, even if it can shake what security we may have in our families, 
churches, work places, or other communities?  

•	Personal and interpersonal application - Esther has been keeping her ethnic and religious identity under 
wraps up until this moment. Not only would she have never been eligible to be queen had she shared from 
the start her background, once Haman had issued his decree to annihilate all of the Jewish people, she 
would put her life on the line once she revealed her connection to the community. How many of us, though 
often in significantly different ways, are “better off ” hiding the parts of ourselves that contrast with ideal 
and norms of the world around us? At least, at first thought. Esther is able to not only save her own life but 
the lives of all the Jewish people exactly because she eventually leans into her full self. What put her at risk 
is also what made her the hero she was. The same can be true of our own vulnerabilities. God given gifts 
within us (or our communal/collective/relational ties). We see this time and time again in the lives of queer 
and trans people - often, far more vulnerable once coming out and yet, the telling and accepting that makes 
them more vulnerable can also be a significant source of power and freedom for self and others. This can be 
true not only in social identities but also more generally in our internal lives. Sometimes we hide the very 
parts of our selves the world and others need from us the most. Our sensitivity or creativity or strangeness 
or whatever else feels at odds with the world’s power. A sermon on God’s ability to use those parts of us 
for our own freedom and the freedom of others could be powerful.   
 

Take an action 
 
One can hardly read the story of Esther without making the obvious connection to the ongoing persecution 
of Jewish people in our country and to the recent history of the Holocaust. Depending on your sermon 
angle, consider watching these five minute Holocaust testimonies together in worship: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8W2NbPBZ-c
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8W2NbPBZ-c
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Words for inspiration:

Listen to “We are the ones” by Sweet Honey in The Rock 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UHsJHZpOJCc 
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capacities.  
 
Please ensure attribution to enfleshed is included somewhere on your worship materials anytime enfleshed 
liturgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by ____] must be included in the attribution. 
Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions or permissions.


