Esther 7 New International Version (NIV)
7 So the king and Haman went to Queen Esther’s banquet, 2 and as they were drinking wine on the second day, the king again asked, “Queen Esther, what is your petition? It will be given you. What is your request? Even up to half the kingdom, it will be granted.”
3 Then Queen Esther answered, “If I have found favor with you, Your Majesty, and if it pleases you, grant me my life—this is my petition. And spare my people—this is my request. 4 For I and my people have been sold to be destroyed, killed and annihilated. If we had merely been sold as male and female slaves, I would have kept quiet, because no such distress would justify disturbing the king.”
5 King Xerxes asked Queen Esther, “Who is he? Where is he—the man who has dared to do such a thing?”
6 Esther said, “An adversary and enemy! This vile Haman!”
Then Haman was terrified before the king and queen. 
9 Then Harbona, one of the eunuchs attending the king, said, “A pole reaching to a height of fifty cubits stands by Haman’s house. He had it set up for Mordecai, who spoke up to help the king.”
The king said, “Impale him on it!” 10 So they impaled Haman on the pole he had set up for Mordecai. Then the king’s fury subsided.

Esther 9:20-22 
20 Mordecai recorded these events, and he sent letters to all the Jews throughout the provinces of King Xerxes, near and far, 21 to have them celebrate annually the fourteenth and fifteenth days of the month of Adar 22 as the time when the Jews got relief from their enemies, and as the month when their sorrow was turned into joy and their mourning into a day of celebration. He wrote them to observe the days as days of feasting and joy and giving presents of food to one another and gifts to the poor.

James 5:13-20. New International Version

13 Is anyone among you in trouble? Let them pray. Is anyone happy? Let them sing songs of praise. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Let them call the elders of the church to pray over them and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise them up. If they have sinned, they will be forgiven. 16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.

17 Elijah was a human being, even as we are. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. 18 Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops.

19 My brothers and sisters, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring that person back, 20 remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of their way will save them from death and cover over a multitude of sins.

Mark 9:38-50  New International Version

38 “Teacher,” said John, “we saw someone driving out demons in your name and we told him to stop, because he was not one of us.”

39 “Do not stop him,” Jesus said. “For no one who does a miracle in my name can in the next moment say anything bad about me, 40 for whoever is not against us is for us. 41 Truly I tell you, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to the Messiah will certainly not lose their reward.

42 “If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble, it would be better for them if a large millstone were hung around their neck and they were thrown into the sea. 43 If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into hell, where the fire never goes out. [44] 45 And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than to have two feet and be thrown into hell. [46] 47 And if your eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into hell, 48 where

“‘the worms that eat them do not die,
    and the fire is not quenched.’

49 Everyone will be salted with fire.

50 “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can you make it salty again? Have salt among yourselves, and be at peace with each other.”
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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our rock and our redeemer.
Even with all that is going on in the world now, which makes it sometimes difficult to know what I am called to proclaim, I trust that the news is also good, eventually.  But that’s a hard spot to be sitting in when we hear all that’s going on.  I’ve been thinking a lot about faith, because for the last several weeks the lectionary has asked that we talk about works.  I have had interesting conversations with people about what it is that saves us.  We are told it is not our works, not what we do, even in Jesus’ name, but that we trust, and have faith in God who loves us.  So, I’ve also been thinking about religion and writing about it last week, as well.  It was interesting that in choosing texts for today, I chose all three and then decided in fact I’d focus most on the story from Esther.  I thought about religions, and how grossly ironic it is, I guess, that these institutions we form in response to our gratitude to and in praise of God is the thing that divides God’s people so significantly.  I wish I had an easy answer for the day.  One of the small bits of wisdom that crosses my internet feed.  I saw again what I had seen before, but this time it arrived for this week.  So, I am now quoting Tony Campolo, the familiar, left-leaning Evangelical Christian leader.   “A ritual takes what happened a long time ago and drags it into the present so you can experience it here and now.  Rituals keep us from forgetting what must not be forgotten and keep us rooted in a past from which we must not be disconnected.”  I would add to Campolo’s statement that telling stories also does this, and we connect ourselves to our histories as we choose which stories we continue to tell.  Sometimes, though, today’s rituals seem almost divorced from the things that happened long ago, because our interpretation of those stories changes, or in their modulation through the years, elements have been left out, or sometimes added.  

Some of you may have heard of the Jewish holiday, Purim.  Growing up in New Jersey, with many of my best friends being Jewish, I somehow had the idea that Purim was primarily like Halloween, with the meaning for dressing in costume completely absent from my understanding.  What I wasn’t aware of at the time was the day of fasting that preceded their parties and merry making.  The holiday of Purim comes from the circumstances of the Book of Esther, and this story is read both on the evening of the fast and again on the day of Purim itself, along with repeating the prayers that Esther instructed her people to pray.  Enacting the story ritually is a way for our Jewish friends and neighbors to remember that sometimes God’s miracles are hidden in what seem like ordinary activity, but God’s goodness is always something on which we should focus, being grateful for our deliverance.  

I would like to share with you a summary retelling of the complete story of Esther as a writer friend of mine presented it in her essay, “Eating With the Enemy, Esther’s Story.”  Titling it as she did invites us to hear it with a particular lens, a specific understanding, and is one that bears our focus in this day of drawn lines and dropped bombs.  So, I read now from Lisa Nichols Hickman’s “Eating With the Enemy: Esther's Story.”
“As the lectionary text (Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22) for this week unfolds, Esther, Haman and King Ahasuerus are sharing a meal together. Within hours of this wine being poured, one of them will be dead and an ethnic group, destined for death, will be spared. While I wish this story ended without a single death, the text challenges us to enter the courts of our own enemies, eat with them and encounter the beginnings of understanding.

Esther did not choose the court of the King. After Vashti's refusal to be objectified caused her to be deposed by the King, Esther's uncle, Mordecai, brought his orphaned niece to be considered as Queen. Ahasuerus, also known as Xerxes, King of Persia, had eyes for greater and greater conquests. Esther, a young Jewish woman displaced from Jerusalem, had eyes for her people. The two of them were an unlikely match.

As the meal unfolds, Haman, an Agagite, who is plotting to kill all the Jews of Persia, joins Esther and Ahasuerus to eat and drink. Could there be any more tension in the room?

By this time, Esther has gained the trust of the King after reporting to him a plot to kill him that had been overheard by Mordecai and whispered to Esther. At this feast, Ahasuerus wants to return the favor. He says to her, "What is your petition, Queen Esther? It shall be granted you. And what is your request? Even to the half of my kingdom, it shall be fulfilled."

Between the two of them, a mutual understanding aside from the biases of nations, hatreds and ethnic identities had been reached. Throughout Esther, many a cup of wine is poured at any number of fanciful feasts. But here, as 7:2 unfolds and they are drinking wine, the reader and hearer of the story can't help but hear something other than the clanging goblets of decadent feast. Here is a moment when two 'others' are lingering for a moment over a glass of wine and leaning in to understand each other.

As I read this story this week, I can't help but wonder if, in the courts of our Kings and Presidents and political leaders, there might be contemporary Esthers representing alternative voices, various religions, unforeseen tribes and marginalized cultures so that there might be a moment of surprising understanding. Here, with access to the King, Esther asks for the fate of her people to be considered so that Haman's plot will not come to pass. Her courage is laudable. But that courage comes first through a willingness to be present in the court of the perceived enemy. She has gained his trust, his ear, his desire to act on her behalf; only because she has allowed herself access and openness to the enemy despite her circumstances.

Ahasuerus acts to save Esther's people after hearing her earnest petition: ‘For we have been sold, I and my people, to be destroyed, to be killed, and to be annihilated. If we had been sold merely as slaves, men and women, I would have held my peace; but no enemy can compensate for this damage to the king (7:4).’
When Ahasuerus asks who is to blame, Esther bursts and names Haman. Then, in an incredible reversal among many reversals [very literary in its effect], Ahasuerus hangs Haman in the gallows that had been prepared for Mordecai. Esther's people are protected and the day is celebrated as one to remember so that in future years, this day would be honored as the moment when the Jews gained relief from their enemies, and as the month that had been turned for them from sorrow into gladness and from mourning into a holiday; that they should make them days of feasting and gladness, days for sending gifts of food to one another and presents to the poor (9:22).”
It has been fun to remember my friend Lisa this week as I reread her essay—or, we might say, her sermon.  I also have had fun remembering and then reading to better understand my childhood friends’ celebration, their ritualization of this story.  I can imagine being a young person in the synagogue as the story is read.  Each time that the wicked Haman’s name is pronounced, everyone in the congregation does their best to drown it out, spinning loud noisemakers called graggers, which can include bells, clappers or wooden toys that spin. 
There are stories whose antagonists’ names we would like to drown out, aren’t there?  And aren’t there heroes and heroines whose stories we want to proclaim?  We do that when we gather for worship as we are today.  We ritualize our love and praises of God, because we want to continue to pull into these moments our understanding that God’s plans for our world really are supreme over ours.  In the midst of a troubled world, we trust that God, who made us, loves us and wants for all of us abundant life.  Our salvation requires of us only that we trust in the one who saves.  It may be, however, that others’ salvation will be recognizable by them only in what we say and do.  So, in response to our faith, we act—in love.  And as we learn from James and from Jesus himself, we pray for one another and we support those who do good, by whatever name.  And, when we know that another has sinned, or is sinning, we do not sit idly by; we point out that sin, and we pray that the doer will change her or his actions.  And we forgive.  And we forgive.  And we forgive.

We are living in a time of tumult; a time of violence, at home and abroad.  Still, we trust in God’s will for us, and so we act.  Next week is World Communion Sunday, when we ritualize Jesus’ saving act for us on the cross and remember the story that makes us one.  We do so with different denominations around the globe as we pray for unity across ethnic, national, and even religious borders.  So, this week, as we listen to or watch the news, let us also pray together for unity among the peoples who are at war and for peace in all God’s land.  
