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“When Mordecai learned all that was done he tore his clothes, put on sackcloth and ashes and went into the city wailing loudly and bitterly.”  

Those who are unfamiliar with the story of Esther may not know why her Uncle Mordecai was so filled with sorrow.  Well just in case you haven’t heard her story lately, let me catch you up on what we missed by beginning in chapter 4.  You see the King of all the Persian Empire, King Xerxes, had a problem with his wife.  Queen Vashti, the current Queen, would no longer abide by the King’s wishes so he decreed it was time for a new queen.  King Xerxes puts on a Miss Persia pageant of sorts, with the winner of this contest to become his next wife. Women from across the empire gathered in Susa to vie for the title of queen.  Among them was an unlikely participant.  Her name, Esther.  She was an orphan of Jewish descent who at the urging of her Uncle Mordecai became just one more maiden in the King’s beauty contest.  But our Esther had a secret.  You see her Uncle instructed her to hide her Jewish heritage because it was unlikely a Jewish girl would have a chance on this stage.  When the time came for Esther to appear before the King, the second chapter of her story tells us he was overwhelmed, so attracted to Esther, that he set a royal crown on her head and made her his queen.

Things went well for Esther for seven years or so until an event, so hateful as to be almost unbelievable, began to unfold.  One of the King’s tops officials, Haman had gotten it into his head that because he was at the top of the Persian food chain, second only to the King, everyone in the province should bow to him.   Now, Esther’s Uncle Mordecai had taken up the habit of walking near the palace gates so he could hear news of the queen.  His proximity to the seat of power meant he encountered Haman on a regular basis.  But Mordecai would not bow before Haman.  

Incensed (and unaware of Mordecai’s connection to the queen) Haman convinced the King that all of the Jews within the kingdom were so different in custom and habit and so deviant in attitude and actions that they should be destroyed, wiped from the face of the earth and the King foolishly agreed.  

This order to exterminate the Jewish people is the thing about which Mordecai had learned and that which sent him to sack cloth and ashes.  We enter the story at the point when word comes to Esther from her Uncle.  Mordecai urges Esther to go to her husband and to disclose both her nationality and the plot to annihilate her people.  Mordecai pleads with her to stand in the place of power on behalf of her people.  But Esther sends back word that she cannot go.  For the custom in that time was that only the King could initiate an audience and those who dared to come without such a summons were subject to be killed on the spot.  Only if the king extended the golden scepter might the uninvited person live.  

Esther sends back word, I cannot go Uncle, I cannot go.  Then, Mordecai responds.  In essence he says, my daughter, my niece, do not think because you are protected behind castle walls, do not think because they do not know you are a Jew, you alone will escape.  For if you remain silent at this time you and your Father’s house will perish.  And then that line that has been uttered across time; “Who knows Esther, my daughter, my niece, but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?”  

Esther, hearing these words sends word to her Uncle, go gather together all of the Jews in town and fast for me.  I and my maidens will do the same and then I will go to the King and if I perish, I perish.

Our sister Esther exhibits the courage to stand; to stand in the face of Haman’s power, power run amuck.  She exhibits the courage to stand against political systems that on a whim intend to inflict a holocaust of pain.  She stands with courage in the face of all the odds.  Now if you know the end of the story, you know her courage to stand prevails and she succeeds in thwarting Haman’s plot.

But the end of Esther’s story is not my concern this morning.  Although, it is a powerful testimony to faith in God; though it is a compelling portrait of the role of a mentor; though it is a gripping account of what evil can do when it takes up residence in the human heart; these motifs simply make it possible for us to return to Esther’s story and to mine it for so much more.  But, this morning I want to imagine with you what it took to enable Esther to stand.  

Walk with me if you will, as we plumb her story, because I believe our sister has much to teach us about the courage to stand.

STOP
When word reaches Esther regarding Mordecai’s request, before she responds something important occurs and it is right there in the biblical text.  Verse 15 begins with the word “then”.  In the Hebrew this word is indicative of transition.  It signals a pause, a moment when all action ceases.  It has been suggested that the word “then” is inserted into the text to show that before she did anything else, Esther stopped.  
Maybe she stopped to take a breath.  Maybe she stopped to collect her thoughts.  But before she made one more move she stopped.  There is something instructive in her stopping.  When you and I face situations that require the courage to stand; when you and I come up against forces that would shut us up and sit us down; before anything else all action must cease.  We must stop; stop to still our hearts and minds.  Stop, stop trying to calculate all of the angles by ourselves.  Stop, stop trying to carry the burden all alone.  We must stop and hear what God is trying to say; stop and discern what it is God wants us to do.  Stop, because sometimes God speaks in a whisper and our frenetic pace may drown God out.  Stop because once we stop we cease being in charge and become the one whom God may charge with the proper assignment.  Before she did anything else, Esther stopped and her stopping is a sign to us that when courage is called for we must first stop.  
TAKE UP YOUR POSITION
The second thing our sister did was to take up a particular position.  Her position was one of fasting.  Now Esther was a good Hebrew woman, and as such she would have known the Hebrew texts.  And though our Bibles place the book of Esther before the book of Isaiah, in fact Esther was written some 300 hundred years after Isaiah spoke.  Esther may have taken up her position, a position of fasting, because she knew what a true fast represented.  True fasting, Isaiah 58 tells us, is meant to loose the chains of injustice, to set the oppressed free and to break every yoke.  True fasting required those who fasted to use what they saved to meet the needs of those who were without!
Esther takes up a position of true fasting because it is in line with what God calls his people to do.  For our purposes Esther teaches us that the courage to stand is strengthened, indeed is made possible, when we take up positions that align us with God’s love and mercy, justice and power; with God’s requirement that we tell the world about his love and the love of his son.  Esther teaches us that if we want to stand we must take up a position that is aligned with God and in concert with his will.

ACCEPT THAT GOD HAS A PURPOSE FOR YOUR LIFE
Then, there is a third thing that our sister teaches us about the courage to stand.  She is able to stand because she accepts that God has positioned her and has a purpose for her life.  Mordecai said it best, “Esther who knows but that you have come to your royal position for such a time as this.”  
My brothers and sisters God has positioned each of us on purpose and for a purpose.  Someone here is positioned in the role of retirement.  All of the wisdom you have achieved, all of the experience you have gained are part of God’s preparing you for your role for such a time as this.  Someone else is employed and in a position of influence.  Your ability to be heard, your ethics, your understanding of God’s call on your life as salt and light makes you indispensable to your organization.  You are there on purpose and for a purpose, for such a time as this.   
And someone here is in a different place.  You can not seem to make sense of that place; but do not despair, for even in this situation there is something that God is working on in you and for you; and while it has not yet been revealed, you too have come to this position for such a time as this.   

Esther accepted that God had a purpose for her life and though it was neither a purpose she would have chosen nor one in which she took pleasure; it was still her position and God would keep her in it and through it.  If we are going to find the courage to stand, we must accept that God has a purpose on and for our lives.
NO FEAR
We are headed toward our conclusion.  The fourth aspect that seems to enable Esther to stand is that she exhibits no fear.  Could this really be true?  Could she have walked into the throne room, unsure if the golden scepter would be pointed toward her or not, without fear?  Again we turn to the texts Esther would have known.  Isaiah puts it like this, Our God says, “You are my servant, I have chosen you and not cast you off”; do not fear, for I am with you, do not be afraid, for I am your God; I will strengthen you . . . I will uphold you with my victorious right hand.”
, God’s word leads to no fear.   Moses says it like this, “Be strong and bold; have no fear or dread . . . , because it is the LORD your God who goes with you; he will not fail you or forsake you.”
 God’s word leads to no fear.  But maybe the Psalmist says it best, “Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.  Thy rod and thy staff protect me.”
  Esther knew these texts and knew that God’s word would lead her to have no fear.

If you and I are going to find the courage to stand we have to know our God is with us and is able to keep us in all of our ways.  If we are going to find the courage to stand we must know we serve a God that does not give us a spirit of fear, but as II Timothy tells, we serve a God who gives us a sprit of power and of love and of a sound mind.

DEPEND ON GOD

Finally Esther stands because she has learned to depend on God.  Now you might find this a curious statement, especially if you have studied the book for Esther.  For this is the only book in the entirety of the Bible that never mentions the name of God, never even refers to God.  But here in lies the beauty of this text, for though God’s name is nowhere to be found, God is everywhere to be found.  In fact biblical scholars suggest that the authors of this book leave the name of God out because it heightens the fact that it is God who controls and directs the seemingly insignificant coincidences of Esther’s story.  It is God’s sovereign rule that is assumed at every point.  For Esther, God need not be named to be present; God need not be mentioned to be in control. 

As it was for Esther so it is for us.  Even when we do not acknowledge that God is engaged in our lives or in the world around us; especially when we do not see God’s hand; God is present and active in every aspect of our being.  And this God who is all knowing, this God who has all power is there, waiting for us to depend on the grace of God, depend on the mercy of God, for our courage to stand.
CLOSING
You and I, my brothers and sisters, live in a day and a time when so few people are willing to take a stand based on the love, the truth, the power, and the hope of God’s word but here is what I hold in my heart; you and I, as we journey together, will learn more and more about what it is God calls us to do and with the courage and power we gain we will stand.  Stand like Esther stopping before we act, that we might hear from God and move at God’s command.  Stand like Esther, taking up positions that align us with the will of God.  Stand like Esther accepting that God has chosen and fashioned us, each of us, for a role in the coming of his Kingdom.  We must stand with no fear; always depending on the God of our salvation, the God who never slumbers or sleeps and will never, no never forsake us.  
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