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“For such a time as this?” – Esther 1-10, Luke 1:47-55 

Sarah Kathleen Johnson - Sept 5, 2010
My first faint
It was my first day of work at my first full time summer job. I was a research assistant in a laser lab at the University of Waterloo. I was a sixteen year old high school student. I had never taken a physics course. And I was the only woman in the lab other than the professor. I felt more than a little out of place. Maybe it was nerves, maybe it was adjusting to the eerie blue of my safety goggles, or the carefully controlled atmosphere of the lab, but a couple of hours after I arrived I started to feel a little light headed. Next thing I knew I was on the floor, or more accurately, in the arms of the masters’ student I was working with who caught me on the way down. He was in the right place at the right time. I was mortified! Yet somehow I ended up in that lab for three more summers, even after I had officially declared a religious studies major, even though I fainted on my first day of work.
This week of firsts

For many of us today marks the beginning of a week of firsts: first days of school and university, first days living away from home, first days without children at home, first days when the fall deadlines feel immanent, first choir practices and sports games, first volunteer commitments, and today, my first meditation at Ottawa Mennonite Church. 

A word of advice to anyone who will ever give a first meditation: read the text before you offer to speak about it! I reread the story of Esther for the first time several weeks ago, a couple of months after I chose this topic from the list of characters. I was surprised to discover that the sanitized Sunday School princess who speaks up for her people that I remembered is actually quite different from the Esther who gives her name to ten chapters of the Hebrew Bible.
Esther de-sanitized 
The Esther I remembered negotiated with the king to save her people from violence. The Esther I found in Scripture negotiated with the king to save her people from violence…by violently slaughtering their enemies. In fact, Esther is rather bloodthirsty.  She rejoices in the public execution of Haman…and his ten sons. She even calls for the genocide to be extended for a second day.  This is a stark contrast to the Veggie Tales version of events in which the enemies of the Jews are banished to “the Island of Perpetual Tickling.”

The Esther I remembered was a strong woman who defied the gender expectations of her time. The Esther I found in Scripture is indeed one of the great women of the Bible, but she does not save her people as a feminist. She is a stereotypical woman in a stereotypically male world.
 She undergoes the cosmetic marathon required to seduce the king, and hosts dinner parties rather than political rallies. She is traded between and used by men, both her husband, the gullible buffoon Xerxes, and her guardian, the behind the scenes operator Mordecai. If anything, it is Queen Vashti who resisted exploitation by king who is the feminist hero of this story.
The story of Esther I remembered was a morality tale about having the courage to stand up for what is right. The story of Esther I found is Scripture is indeed a story of courage, but it is morally ambiguous. Esther and Mordecai’s methods are somewhat suspect and the outcome of their actions highly questionable, especially for those who found themselves to be enemies of the Jews. Although the 2006 Fox Faith film “One Night with the King” distils Esther’s story down to a tale of chaste romantic love and, perplexingly, the protection of democracy. Commentators see little basis for either of these themes, or any clear moral center, in the Biblical account. 
Finally, the story I remembered was a story about Esther’s faithfulness to God and God’s faithfulness of Israel. The story of Esther I found in Scripture is not a story about God, at least, not explicitly. Esther is the only book of the Bible where God is never mentioned by name - not even once! God remains anonymous.

This past week I have often found myself wondering not only why I choose this story as the topic of my first meditation here at Ottawa Mennonite, but also how Esther’s story made it into the Bible at all! I am not the only person who has asked this question. Over the years, there has been a lot of controversy surrounding the place and form of this Hebrew novel in the Biblical canon. So what, if anything, could Esther have to say to us today?
Focus
We can look to Esther as an example of someone who chose to act when she was in the right place at the right time. Esther did not purposefully become queen in order to save her people. Yet when disaster struck, she found herself in a position to do something about it. 

“Who knows?” Mordecai asks, “Perhaps you became queen for just such a time as this?” 

“I will go,” courageously answers Esther, “and if I die, then I die.”

We too can choose to act when we find ourselves in the right place at the right time. This is not about adding something else to our to do lists, it is about finding ways to act within what we are already doing. When we find ourselves in, “just such a time as this,” we too can courageously say, “I will go.”

Esther’s reality is our reality

Esther may not be a pacifist or feminist. She may not be especially moral or religious. However, I believe Esther is a powerful realist, she is aware of and accepts things as they are and acts despite and through these realities. 

Although her story reads like a prime time TV show produced collaboratively by of the writers of “Desperate Housewives” and “The West Wing,” Esther’s reality is not that different from our own. The things that may at first appear problematic about this story are the very  things that make it so valuable to us. 

Like Esther, we are called to act as imperfect people using imperfect methods. We act from where we are, as who we are, whether it be a position of weakness as Hadassah the Jewish orphan girl or a position of power as Queen Esther of Persia. We act is the ways that we can, even if it is by entering beauty pageants or hosting banquets.
Like Esther, we are called to act when the results of our actions are ambiguous or unknown. When someone might get hurt or we may hurt ourselves. We are called to act when we cannot control the outcome, or when we can, and the outcome is not ideal. 

Like Esther, we are called to act in a world where God often remains anonymous. In many of the schools and workplaces we will enter this week, God goes unnamed. In the hectic routines of daily life, we may not feel the immanent reality of God’s presence. 

And yet, despite imperfect methods, despite uncontrollable results, despite the anonymity of God, we, like Esther, can still choose to act when we find ourselves in the right place at the right time. 
Who are we acting for? 
Esther acts on behalf of herself and her people. In doing so, she takes sides. The book of Esther is the most Jewish and most partisan book in the Bible according to Walter Brueggemann.
  What does this mean for us? Who are our people? What side are we taking? Who are we acting for? 

Unlike Esther, I hope and trust that all people can be our people. We remember Paul’s words to the Galatians: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”
Pastoral theologian Emmanuel Lartey writes that: each person is like none other, each person is like some others, and each person is like all others.
 Take a moment to consider how the person sitting beside you is like none other, like some others, and like all others. Now consider a person across the room, and a person across the globe. 
Discovering the things that make us unique, that we have in common, and that are universal, is one starting point for recognizing all people as our people while still acknowledging our differences. It is one starting point for acting on behalf of our people, all people. 
We can act for the guy sitting alone at lunch in the cafeteria, for the girl who never gets passed the ball in gym class, for the woman in the office who is hard to get along with, for the international student struggling to make friends, for people with VERY different political or religious perspectives
from our own,

We can act for those who are bullied because of their weight or race of sexual orientation, for the student falling behind, for a friend struggling with illness, for the people of nations facing poverty and natural disaster, for the people of this nation whose needs are not met
and whose voices are not heard.

We can act for the people we encounter in the midst of our daily realities. We can act in our classrooms and churches and workplaces and homes, in the grocery store and on the road. 
Inspiration 

I am inspired by Rosa Parks who on an ordinary day, on an ordinary commute, refused to give up her seat on the bus. Her action on behalf of herself and her people sparked the Montgomery Bus Boycott.  Her action in right time and place was a turning point in the American civil rights movement. 

I am inspired by the many women to whom I owe the fact I am speaking with you this morning. The women who chose to act when they were in the right places at the right times. Perhaps some of you are among them. 
I am inspired by my brother and his roommates in the Grebel apartments this summer who spontaneously started a system of fining people for using language that puts others down: “the swear jar.” A jest with a grain of goodness at its core. The proceeds were used to invite everyone over for ice cream cake.
I am inspired by teachers and professors and colleagues and pastors who write letters of recommendation or put in a good word when they are in the right place at the right time to help someone out. 

I am inspired by everyone who refuses to laugh at the expense of another or who speaks up in defence of a friend a stranger 
or an enemy.
A charge
As we look ahead to this week of firsts, as we prepare to return to the realities of the school year, I invite us to commit ourselves to acting when we are in the right place at the right time. I invite us to commit ourselves to attending to how this is the right place and this is the right time. I invite us to open our arms and our hearts to catch those who faint. I invite us to say with Esther, “I will go.”

A hope
In response to the story of Esther we read together the triumphant song of the Prophet Mary from the Gospel according to Luke: 


My soul magnifies God, 

My spirit rejoices in my Saviour.

The Mighty One has done great things for me.
These words could just as easily appear on the lips of Esther as of Mary. In actions of these two women, in our actions, we see God’s liberating work. We see the emergence of a world that is a better place for one person, for our people, for all people.
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