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FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS

The sermon I preach today is an old one.  And I do that for three reasons.  #3 – Obviously I didn’t have to spend the time and energy on writing a new one.  #2 –  It’s fun to preach.  Fun!  And reason #1 - It contains a message we all need to hear.  A reminder for this first day of a new year.

Actually is not so much a sermon as it is the telling of a very old story…a story from the Old Testament…but one that will lead us to ponder where we are and why we are where we are.  It’s a story with an affirmation that each one of needs to hear.  It’s appropriate, I think, at the outset of a new year.

Of course it’s partly a story about God; and as every story about God will, it contains the Gospel, the good news, about God.  And the good news about God in this case is that God knows us - each one of us; God loves each one of us; and God has put us here – each one right where we are – for a reason.

And now the story.

Once upon a time, there was a King, named Xerxes.  More recent Biblical translations call him Ahasuerus; but I like Xerxes better.  Xerxes was the King of Persia, an empire that stretched from India to Ethiopia; the greatest empire of his day, 187 provinces.  As the story begins, King Xerxes is in residence at his winter home, where he is throwing a week-long party for the leading men of his empire – a party with lots of drinking and male bonding and all that kind of stuff.  On the final day of his party, when all hearts were light with wine, Xerxes decided he wanted to show off his beautiful wife, Queen Vashti.  So he sent for her to come, that all might admire her great beauty.

As it turned out, however, Queen Vashti had other plans.  We aren’t told what she was doing, but evidently she had her hair up in curlers, was out at the mall with some of the girls, or on the golf course or something.  But we are told that the Queen sent word to the King that she would not be attending his party.

Now those were the days when men spoke and women obeyed.  The Queen’s refusal was a threat to this grand scheme.  So the King called together his advisors and asked what should be done.  The advisors replied very wisely.  “King Xerxes,” they said, “this problem is greater than you realize.  If word gets out that the Queen can disobey the king, all our wives will start disobeying us.  And that will be the end of this good life we enjoy.  You can do only one thing: the Queen must be banished from the empire.”  So the King issued the decree and Vashti was history.

Now of course this solved one problem, but it created another.  In all these old stories Kings must have Queens.  And after another session with his advisors, it was decided that the best way to select a new Queen was to have a sort of “Miss Persia” contest, the winner becoming the new Queen.  And wow! What a contest it was.  Girls were brought in from all over the empire – 187 - and time was spent beautifying each one of them with special diets, massages of balsam and myrrh.  As each one was made ready, she would spend one night with the King – a different beautiful woman each night – until the King made his choice.

I have often wondered how King Xerxes endured such an ordeal, but apparently he did; and in the end, the most beautiful girl in the empire was a young Jewish girl named Esther.  She was chosen to be the new Queen.

Now we don’t know a lot about Esther; but she was raised by an older cousin named Mordecai, who was a wise and deeply religious Jew.  And upon her selection as Queen, Mordecai gave Esther a little tip on how to play her role.  “Esther honey,” he said, “I know you’re excited about the new Jaguar, the crown and all those jewels, the Jacuzzi in the bathtub; but let me give you a little advice.  Unless it comes up, don’t tell anyone you’re Jewish.  You don’t have to lie about it; just don’t mention it unless you have to.”  And with that, Esther moved into the palace.

Now because he was not in any way nobility, or an otherwise important person, cousin Mordecai was not allowed to visit her there; but he stayed close by.  He made a habit of hanging around just outside the palace gate.  Every day.  And one day, while he was hanging there, he overheard two of the palace guards plotting to assassinate the King.  Well…of course he got word to Esther; Esther warned the King and the King’s life was saved.  Mordecai had saved his life.  Remember that.

Now you know that every old story also has to have a villain.  In this story his name is Haman.  Haman was vain, pompous, self-serving, and evil.  But he was the king’s number one man, a sort of Prime Minister.  And Haman’s favorite thing was to get all dressed up in his almost royal robes and ride through the streets, where everyone was required to bow and salute him as he passed by.  Then he’d go home and boast to his family.

But now the plot thickens.  As Haman rode, day after day, through the streets of town, he noticed that one man never bowed down to him.  It was old uncle Mordecai, who would bow to no one but God.  Haman would ride by and Mordecai would stand just as straight and tall as he could.  And Haman would reach for the PeptoBizmo, enraged by this man who would not bow down to him.

Finally Haman had had enough.  He went to King Xerxes and, “King,” he said, “there are people in your  kingdom who refuse to obey the laws.  They are a threat to our society.  We gotta do something about it.”  “Who are they?” asked the King.  “The Jews,” replied Haman.  “And what do you think we should do about it?” asked the King.  “Put them all to death,” suggested Haman.  “Okay,” said the King.  “You write the order and I’ll sign it.”  And so the decree went out: All the Jews in the empire were to be killed. 

Well, when cousin Mordecai got the news, he quickly realized that he and his people were in danger.  Immediately he sent a message to the palace, to Queen Esther, telling her what was about to happen and asking her to intervene.

Now the plot really thickens.  Apparently things had not been all rosy and cozy between the King and the Queen.  And Esther wrote back saying, “Cousin, I’m sorry, but there is a law saying no one may see the King unless the King sends for them.  Unfortunately, he hasn’t sent for me in a month!  If I go in without being invited, it could mean my death, and I don’t want to take that risk.”

It is then that cousin Mordecai sends back the message which is our focus for today: “Maybe it was for such a time as this that you were made Queen.”  (Repeat)

Now I want to stop here and deal with that text.  We’ll get back to the story in a moment.

It is Mordecai’s conviction that we are where we are for a reason.  Esther, you, me, all of us.  We are where we are because the God who made us and knows us has placed us here…for a reason.  I want you to think about that simple statement of faith.  And I want you to apply it to your own life.  Now…on this first day of a new year.  It may take some time; so find time to do that in the days ahead.

It is Mordecai’s conviction that God is involved in the world for good.  And God has placed us where God wants us for a reason: to help God accomplish that good in the world.    Mordecai saw the good that Esther could do…where she was.  And you and I need to do that for ourselves.  We may never see it unless we pause to look for it.

And now the rest of the story.  The evil Haman has built a huge gallows on which to begin hanging the Jews.  And Mordecai, who has so enraged him, is to be the first to be hanged.  But then Esther, with great courage, goes without invitation to see the King.  Smitten once again by her beauty, he welcomes her, saying, “Esther honey, it’s good to see you.  In fact I’m so glad to see you, I’ll give you anything you want…even if it’s half my kingdom.”

So Esther begins her request.  She reminds the King that Mordcai once saved his life, and that it would be nice to honor him for that.  So Xerces calls in Haman, his number one man, and “Haman,” he says, “there’s a man I’d like to honor; he’s done a great thing for me.  How shall I honor him?”  Haman, vain as he is, supposes that it is HE who is to be honored.  So he says, “Well, King, I’ll tell you what I’d do.  I’d dress that man up in my finest robes and have one of my top men lead him through the streets proclaiming, ‘This is the man the King wants to honor.’”  King Xerces thinks that is just perfect.  So he says to Haman, “it’s the Jew, Mordecai, who sits outside the gates…He’s the man.”

You can imagine Haman’s anguish.  He’s past Rollaids; it’s time for Valium.  

Later that night Haman is invited to dinner with the King and Queen.  There is much to eat and drink.  And at the conclusion of their banquet, Esther spills out the rest.  She tells the King that there is a decree out saying that all Jews must be killed; and…that she is a Jew, so she must be killed.  Xerces can’t believe it.  He’s furious.  “Who is responsible for this?” he bellows.  And Esther tells him quietly that it is Haman.

In a rage, the King stomps out into his garden to walk off his anger, leaving Esther and Haman alone.  What happens next is one of the funniest scenes in the Bible.  Haman tries to get up, but he’s had a bit too much to drink.  He staggers over toward Esther to plead for his life; but instead of pleading, he plops…right on top of the Queen.  She squeals.  The King rushes back in, shouting, “Haman, you would assault the Queen right here in my own palace?!”

As the story ends, Haman is executed on the gallows he had built for the Jews.  Mordecai becomes the new Prime Minister.  It is truly one of the wonderful stories of the Bible.

But please remember the words in the middle of the story: “Who knows, maybe it was for such a time as this that you were made Queen.”  Take that thought…and the conviction behind it, namely that God has placed you here for a reason…take that thought and that faith into the new year.

Amen.  

