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Pentecost 19
More than survivors
Find alien allies (like Esther did)
Esther 4:1-16
Introduction

Roberta Guaspari is a survivor.
After her Navy husband left her for another woman,


Roberta was forced to find a job to support her two young boys.

She had taught violin lessons to children when she lived in Greece,


but she was not qualified to teach in New York,

where her husband had abandoned her.

She found the courage to speak to the principal of a school in East Harlem.

The principal – kindly, but firmly – told Roberta she could not hire her.

Is this beginning to sound familiar?

Roberta Guaspari’s story was the basis for one of Hollywood’s best films in recent years.

If you’ve watched the movie Music of the heart,


you know that Roberta refuses to take “no” for an answer.

She brings her two boys to the school where she wants to work


and gives the principal a spontaneous concert.

When the principal sees what Roberta has accomplished with her sons,


she hires her…temporarily.

But Roberta is more than a survivor.

She begins to challenge the injustices of the poor neighborhood where she lives.
Her violin lessons become life lessons,


featuring a tutorial in self-esteem.

Within one year, the East Harlem strings program is rescuing troubled kids.

The turning point in the film – and Roberta’s life – comes


when the school district faces a financial crisis 

and cuts the strings program.

What does Roberta do?

She rallies friends and colleagues,


who – in turn – rally others to save the program.

The result?

Roberta’s kids end up playing their violins 
alongside Itzak Perlman and Isaac Stern in a benefit concert at Carnegie Hall.
Roberta’s classes – and the kids in the classes – are saved.

As I said, Roberta Guaspari is more than a survivor.

She discovered a way to thrive…

a way to make a difference in the neighborhood where she lived.

But she could not have done it alone;


she needed the help of those who rallied to her cause.

If you think Roberta Guaspari’s story is inspiring,

you should hear the one about Esther.

Esther’s story isn’t set in the slums of modern New York;

it’s set in the palaces of ancient Persia.

To some, the story of Esther – which even features a beauty pageant – is romantic.

To others, her story – with its plots and counter-plots by people in the palace – is thrilling.

But to all who really know the story, it is very moving.
For Esther and her friends did more than prevent a few kids from losing their lessons;


they prevented their people – the Jews – from losing their lives.

In short, they prevented a holocaust.

The Jews today – with good reason – celebrate each year what Esther and her allies did.
If you’ve ever attended one of these Purim services at a synagogue,


you could be forgiven for thinking you had crashed a party.

The mood is festive.

As Esther’s story is read,

the congregation boos loudly whenever the villain’s name is mentioned.

And, of course, they cheer wildly when they hear the names of the hero and heroine.

Why do they do that?

Because they see in the story of Esther their own story.

Now, I heard no boos when the villain’s name was mentioned 
during the reading of Esther’s story moments ago.

Perhaps you restrained yourself out of respect to Mike and Jenny Hamann,


who happen to share the villain’s name.

But then, I also heard no cheers when the names of Esther and Mordecai were read.

Why not?

After all, isn’t Esther’s story is our story too?
What this woman experienced living as a Jewish exile in Persia


is what you and I experience as citizens of heaven living on planet earth.

In fact, author Karen Mains calls her story a handbook…


“a handbook on overcoming the hazards of life in a foreign country”.

In the next few minutes, I will try to relate the story of Esther to your story and mine.
I will take three chapters from her story,


and each time ask: is her story your story?

Is her story your story?

1)  Do you feel the pain?
Chapter 1…
Do you – as an “alien and stranger” in this world –


like Esther, feel the pain?
Is her story your story?
Esther was a beautiful young woman 


living miles from home in what is today the country of Iran.

She, however, had not only lost her homeland,

she also had lost her parents;

she was an orphan, raised by a cousin with the strange name of Mordecai.

Her greatest pain, though, was the Persians…


at least those led by Haman and determined to destroy her…as well as her people.

Esther felt the pain of living as one of God’s people in a foreign land;


do we?

What pain, you ask?
The pain of separation…

the pain that comes from living in a land that we cannot call home.

the pain that comes from living in a land that is nothing like home.

“In this world,” said Jesus, “you will have trouble.” [John 16:33 NIV]
Some of us can nod our heads;

we know the trouble that Jesus has seen – and said – would happen in our lives.

We’ve lost our health…or we’ve lost a loved one.
We’ve lost our job…or our financial security.

At some times, it seems as if we’re losing the battle, too –

the battle that comes with raising our kids…or caring for our parents.
At other times, it just seems like were losing our minds.
Really, what else should we expect?

After all, we’re not home yet.

We’ve not yet reached that land where


“there will be no more death, or mourning, or crying or pain”. [Revelation 21:4 NIV]
So, do you feel the pain now…the pain of separation?

Do you also feel the pain of persecution?

The foreign land in which you and I are living is not a demilitarized zone.
We have enemies here…enemies like the villain Haman of old.

Oh, they may not be intent on destroying us;


but they are intent on disturbing us…discrediting us…discriminating against us.
You find that hard to believe?

Listen to what Jesus tells us:

“If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own.  As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world.  That is why the world hates you.  … If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.” [John 15:18-20 NIV]
Are you ever “shamed” – or shunned – just because of him (Jesus)?

Do you ever feel the pain of persecution?

Esther felt the pain.
It was part of her story as a child of God living in a foreign land.

If we are living as God’s people on planet earth,

this pain – I submit – also will be part of our story. 

2) Can you figure out the plot?
Chapter 2…

Can you – as an “alien and stranger” in this world –


like Esther, figure out the plot...

figure out God’s plan for your life?
Is her story your story?

As a young girl, Esther may have dreamed – as many young girls do – of becoming a princess?
I doubt, though, if she ever thought of becoming a queen.

Yet that is precisely what happened.

When Xerxes, the king of Persia, wanted to find a wife,

he conducted a beauty pageant.

Mordecai submitted Esther’s name…


and Esther –  the Jewish girl – won!

She became Xerxes’ wife…the queen of Persia.

Later, when Mordecai learned of Haman’s plan to exterminate the Jews,

he urged Queen Esther to use her position to persuade the king to intervene.

He challenged his cousin 
to consider all that had happened in her life as part of God’s plan 

He said – in what may be the most quoted words from Esther’s story –


“Who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” 

[Esther 4:14 NIV] 

Esther accepted the challenge – accepted God’s plot or plan for her life –

and what a difference it made!

Or should I say, what a difference she made…


especially in the lives of her people.

As I said, Esther prevented a holocaust.

“Who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” 

I found myself saying that to Karen two weeks ago…

shortly after she had arrived in Hong Kong.
Karen had gone to Hong Kong, seeking to develop her relationship with her brother.
As you may know, when their mother died and father left,


Karen (age 4) and her brother (age 3) were placed in an orphanage.

Unfortunately, the grew up in separate orphanages;

they didn’t see much of each other until they were in their late teens.

At that time, Karen wanted to be a sister to her only living relative;


her brother, though, wasn’t interested.

And he’s still not interested.

When Karen called to tell me the news, 

she felt so disappointed that she wanted to take the next flight back to the States.

Through her tears, though, she mentioned two women…

one, a former roommate at the orphanage, whose husband had just committed suicide;

the other, a friend who had to move within days 

even though her husband had become incapacitated.

As I struggled to find words to comfort Karen,

I suggested that it may be God’s plan for her

to be with these two women, rather than her brother.

Karen thought it over…and decided to stay.

What a difference it made.

No, what a difference she made.

She helped one friend move;

she helped the other friend mourn.
Both are extremely grateful

Can you figure out the plot – God’s plan – for your life?

Wherever you are at this time in your life,

it’s not an accident.

Through a pastor named Paul, God tells us that he has


“determined the times set for (us) and the exact places where (we) should live.” 

[Acts 17:26 NIV]
We may see our role in life as not very satisfying.

God, however, sees it as very strategic.

Have you ever thought about this…

that it is God who has determined
 where you are today?
How would your attitudes change if you knew that God put you in your family?

that he positioned you in your school, in your office or factory?

that he placed you in your neighborhood…in this church?

and that he did all of this for a purpose…



so that you could make a difference in someone’s life?

“Who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” 

Me? In a royal position?

Oh, yes! says that man called Peter:

“You are the ones chosen by God, chosen for royal priestly work…God’s instruments to do his work and speak for him” [1 Peter 2:9 Msg]
Can you, then, figure out the plot – God’s plan – for your life?

Esther did.

It was an important part of her story,


but not necessarily the most significant part.

3)  Will you find partners?

That’s in Chapter 3…

Will you – as an “alien and stranger” in this world –


like Esther, find partners…

find other aliens to be your allies?

Is her story your story?

Like Roberta Guaspari, Esther needed help to make a difference in life.

When Mordecai urged her to ask the king to intervene and save the Jews,

Esther understood the risk.

She knew that if a person – even the Queen – spoke to the king without an invitation,


she could be put to death.

That’s when she realized that she couldn’t go it alone.
That’s when she invited all the other aliens

 -- all the other Jews in the 127 provinces of Persia – 

to fast and pray for her.

That kind of partnering is standard operating procedure for people who live in a foreign land.

In Hong Kong – where God’s people are outnumbered 20 to 1 –


I looked for allies wherever I could find them.

Among my partners there were 

a Jesuit priest, 

an Assemblies of God pastor 

and an Evangelical Free Church hospital administrator.

At first, we simply helped each other survive;

we shared where to get English mustard, 

how to get to the immigration department and renew your visa,

who to call to fix your leaking toilet.

Later, though, we also helped each other thrive…


we helped each other make a difference among the Chinese.

We not only prayed for each other;

we also discussed with each other 

how best to share the good news of God’s transforming love with the Chinese.

By the way, who are your partners in this foreign land?
Perhaps they are the members of the small group you have joined.
There are so many small groups in the Twin Cities area:


some are within our own church;



others – like one that my wife has joined – includes members from other churches.

There also are BSF – Bible Study Fellowship – groups as well as Via De Cristo renewal groups.

If you are not part of a small group,

I have to ask: why not?

Do you have a prayer partner?

Do you have someone who prays with you – and for you – regularly?

Again I have to ask: if not, why not?

Several months ago I heard a phrase that has haunted me:


“An isolated Christian is a paralyzed Christian”.

I hope it haunts you as well.

It is the enemy that wants to isolate us.

It is our culture that encourages individualism.

It is the United States of America that has invented the garage door opener…


a device that allows us to conveniently “cocoon” ourselves.

But through that pastor named Paul, God tells us to 
“share each other’s problems and troubles, and in this way obey the law of Christ.” [Galatians 6:2 NLT]
Read what God tells you and me in his word…

and you will come across one phrase again and again.

“One another” – that’s the phrase God keeps repeating.

“Love one another”
“Pray for one another”

“Submit to one another”

“Bear one another’s burdens”

God never intended that you or I make the journey home all alone.

He knows we need someone to help us endure the pain.
He knows we need someone to help us execute the plan…

his plan for our lives.

I urge you, then, you to find some alien allies on planet earth.
Join a small group.

Get a prayer partner.

Or do one of the other activities suggested in the adventure journal this week.

Just don’t try to go it alone.

Lloyd Ogilvie is a popular author and chaplain of the U S Senate.
He believes God’s people are like logs in the fireplace.

On numerous occasions, he has said:

“For a log to ignite and burn, it has to be in contact with other burning logs.  Even logs that have been burning will grow cool and lose their glow if they are left alone.”

Esther got the Jews in 127 Persian provinces to help her.

No wonder they were able to stop the holocaust.

They must have been “on fire” for God.

Will you also find partners – alien allies – 

so that you can stand out and “shine” in the place where God has put you?
Conclusion

The story of Esther has stirred the hearts of God’s people for more than 2000 years.

And why not?

After all, her story shows what God can do for his people…

what he can do through his people


when his people work together.

So even though the story of Esther never mentions the name of God,

it still reveals the heart of God…



the heart that God has had for his people since the beginning

“It is not good for the man to be alone,” said God at the beginning.


“I will make a helper…for him.”

Unfortunately, the man and woman who were made for each other


tried to make it on their own…without God.

“It is not good for the man and woman to be alone,” said the son of God.


“I will go to live with them.”

When this Emmanuel came, we weren’t alone…

God was with us.

And when this “God with us” grew up 

and became “God for us” on the cross and in the grave,



we all had the opportunity to be with God…forever.

“It is not good for men and women to be alone,” said the spirit of God.

“I will go to live in them.”
And when the Spirit came, we weren’t alone…


God was in us.

But doesn’t only want us to be with him;


he also wants us to be with each other.

The Son of God, says that pastor named Paul,

not only destroyed the barrier that separated us from God,



He also destroyed the barrier that separated us from each other.

And the Spirit, says pastor Paul,


not only seeks to draw us close to God,


he also seeks to draw us close to each other.

Do you get the idea?


the idea that there is room for everyone in God’s family?



everyone, that is, except the individual who chooses to go through life…all alone.

For God’s sake, then


-- and for your own --



find a partner or two…

find some alien allies





to walk all the way home with you.

	On 10 October 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).
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