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Chapter 1
Introduction


Esther is a book filled with insights on life,
politics, God, calling, vocation, and survival. It tells the story
of a young women who was used by God to save the Jewish people from
destruction at the hands of their enemies during the years when the
world was ruled by the Persian Empire. In many ways it also tells
the story of the Children of God in all ages and at all times. This
is why the Jewish people have found it important to annually
remember this story in the reading of the scroll at the festival of
Purim. This festival is often forgotten by those in the Christian
tradition, and for many Christians today the story of Esther is
only heard when it is reenacted for children through the antics of
animated vegetables.

It is because of this unfortunate lack of coverage
that I have chosen to write this series of lessons on the book of
Esther. Hopefully you will find it spiritually nourishing and
thought provoking. I have decided to present the book in five short
lessons that should make it easy for you to go over with a class,
or as a personal devotional over the course of a week.

I have designed the course to be flexible so that
it can fit into any season in the Church calendar. However, the
study of Esther would fit most traditionally in the Jewish month of
Adar where the festival of Purim is celebrated on the
14th and 15th. Since the Jewish calendar is a lunisolar calendar,
rather than a strictly solar calendar like the Gregorian calendar
(our civic calendar), the Gregorian date of the Purim jumps around
quite a bit. To find out the next date of Purim use a
date converter, which are available for free online, or simply call
your local synagogue.

I have included below an outline of the course.
Please feel free to organize these sessions in whatever way you
feel will best serve your purposes.
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Chapter 2
Session One: Story and History


This session seeks to explore the world of Esther
generally and place the story within the broader historical
context. Before we begin think or talk about these questions.


	How would you describe the history classes
you had in school?

	What people were focused on?

	How were events framed?

	Was the county you lived in depicted as
mostly good, or mostly evil?

	Have you ever read history from the
perspective of groups who were marginalized?

	Are the histories presented from marginalized
groups different than the “main steam” history books?

	Which one do YOU think is the better
history?



Biblical
background

The book of Esther is set in the days of the
Persian empire. This empire is one that we can read about in a
number of Biblical sources. In Daniel we hear the story told of how
the Babylonian empire was taken over by the Persians one night
while the Babylonians were having a banquet (Daniel 5). In other
areas we learn that the Persians sent the people of God back to
Israel (2 Chronicles 36:22-23) and how the king encouraged the
people to rebuild their temple (Ezra 1). In the book of Nehemiah we
learn that a later king (Artaxerxes) gives permission to rebuild
the walls of Jerusalem.

Much of the biblical focus on the Persian empire
tells of how the Persians allowed the Jews who had been taken into
captivity, and carried off into Babylon in the East, were allowed
to return home to Israel in the west. Esther gives eyes to another
part of the Jewish story. Instead of moving west to their homeland,
some Jews went further East into the lands of the Medes and the
Persians. It is in Susa, one of the Persian empire’s three capital
cities, that the story of Esther takes place. Babylon was located
in modern day Iraq while Susa is in modern day Iran.

 

Herodotus

The Bible is not the only source we have on the
history of the Persian Empire. The Greek writer Herodotus has also
provided a treasure trove of resources on the history of the Roman
empire. He is often called the “father of history” since he was the
first person to write historical accounts that were similar to the
writings that we call history today. The Greeks and the Persians
were enemies at the time Esther takes place.  Herodotus writes
a generation later and is primarily concerned with the Greek wars
with the Persians. He writes mostly from accounts that people told
him, and so sometimes is wrong about certain things. Much of what
historians look to when trying to reconstruct the world of the
Persian empire comes from the hand of Herodotus. Sometimes the
things that Herodotus says are in conflict with things that are
said in Esther. Therefore, many scholars have written Esther off as
being historically unreliable, but it’s important to remember that
Herodotus has been proven to be unreliable at times and should
never be the last word on any matter.

Herodotus tells the story of the Persian empire.
The Persians rose to the status of an empire under the reign of
Cyrus the great. It was Cyrus who defeated the Median, the Lydian,
and the Babylonian Empires. Subsequent rulers were able to use the
force of the Empire to conquer Egypt and Asia minor as well. In the
time of the book of Esther there is a bitter battle going on
between the Greeks and the Persians.

King Xerxes was the son of Darius the Great.
Darius had tried to defeat the Greeks, but had failed. Xerxes took
up arms against the Greeks again, hoping to succeed where his
father had failed. However he too was not able to conquer the
Greeks. The most famous engagement in this campaign was the battle
of Thermopylae, where the 300 Spartans who gave their lives have
become an icon of western civilization.

Another thing that Xerxes was famous for was his
building projects. His father had been a prolific builder. Xerxes
had taken after his father, and had surpassed him. Xerxes built
more than even his father had.[1]  It
was Xerxes himself who finished the gate that is talked about so
much in the book of Esther.

 

Archaeological
Archaeological Evidence

Beyond the writings there is archaeological
evidence. Susa has been the subject of archaeological interest for
nearly 200 years.[2] As
ancient Susa has been uncovered, the setting of the story has
become more clear. At first archaeologists struggled to fit the
story with the actual site, since the gate that was talked about in
the story, and by Herodotus[3], could not
be found.[4] As time went on though the gate was
found, and the scheme of the palace emerged. We now know that there
was a indeed a large gate that separated the royal palace from the
rest of Susa. We know that the palace was laid out in the way
Esther describes it with outer courts and inner courts and a throne
room which looks into the inner court.[5]

 

Questions for Reflection and
Discussion

 


	None of the major sources we have about this
time period come from the Persians, do you think that they might
tell the story differently than the Bible or the Greeks?

	What would your life story look like if it
were told by your friends? What if it was told by your
enemies?

	The Bible tells stories of things that
happened long ago. Do you think that the stories of the past have
any truth to how we live our lives today?

	How do you think your story will impact those
who come after you?












Chapter 3
Session Two: The Story of Esther


If you haven’t read the book in a while this
session will offer a quick primer of the story. It may also be a
good idea to make sure everyone has read through the whole book, or
to even read the book aloud in a dramatic fashion. Before we begin
reviewing the story think about or discuss the following
questions.


	Have you ever found yourself in an unexpected
situation where something was required of you that you never could
have anticipated? What happened?

	Looking back at the unexpected situation,
what things led up to event?

	Do you think things would have turned out
differently if someone from a different background, family, sex,
race, or economic status had been put in the same position as
you?

	What parts of your identity contributed to
your response?



 

Chapter One
 

In chapter one, the focus is on how Queen Vashti
is deposed. King Xerxes (i.e Ahasuerus) throws a giant party (vs.
3-5). There is quite a bit of drinking, and after the king has
gotten good and tipsy he orders his wife to come before him,
wearing the crown (vs. 10-12). The queen refuses, the king gets
mad, and  Vashti is deposed (vs. 13-21).

 

Chapter Two

In this chapter, the focus of the story is on
how Esther becomes the new queen. The chapter begins by introducing
how a search for a new queen begins (vs. 1-4). Then the book
introduces Esther who we find out is a Jew and lives with her
relative Mordecai (vs. 5-7). Then Esther is taken to the
palace (vs. 8). She is instructed to not reveal her Jewishness, and
she goes through a period of treatments to prepare her for her
night with the king (vs. 10-15). Esther pleases the king and
is made queen (vs. 16-17). The chapter closes with a story about
how Mordecai saves the king from an attempted assassination (vs.
21-23).

 

Chapter Three

The focus of chapter three is on a man named
Haman, who comes up with a plot to kill all the Jews. First we see
that Haman is a highly elevated man of importance and an advisor to
the king (vs. 1-5). The people in the kingdom bowed to Haman, but
Mordecai would not. This caused Haman to become so furious that he
plotted to kill every Jew by manipulating the king into passing a
law that would allow anyone to kill Jews on 13 Adar (vs. 5-11), and
the message was spread throughout the empire (vs. 13).

 

Chapter Four

Chapter four is focused on Mordecai’s plea for
help.  When Mordecai heard the decree that Haman had created,
he began to grieve (vs. 1). He sat at the gate in sackcloth and
ashes weeping. Esther is alerted to her uncle’s distress and is
concerned. She tries to convince him that he should pick himself up
and stop grieving, then Mordecai sends a copy of the decree to
Esther (vs. 4-8). Mordecai tells Esther that she has to act. Esther
is worried that it might end her life, but she eventually decides
to act, and begins to prepare to try to save her people (vs.
9-17).

 

Chapter Five

In chapter five Esther puts her plan into
action. She is received by the king (vs. 1-2). She dodges
her real goal two times and requests that the king and Haman would
join her for lunch (vs. 3-4) first, and then a banquet (vs. 7-8)
building up the suspense. However, Haman can’t be happy
because he hates Mordecai so much. His wife and friends tell him
that he should build a tall stake on which to hang Mordecai, which
he does (vs. 9-14).

 

Chapter Six

This marks a crucial change of fortunes;
Mordecai is honored and Haman is shamed. It begins by telling us
that the king is reading because he can’t sleep and finds out that
Mordecai has never been honored for saving the king’s life (vs.
1-3). Meanwhile Haman is waiting outside hoping that the king would
show favor on him and let him kill Mordecai on his new stake. The
king calls him and and asks Haman how he should reward a faithful
servant. Haman thinks the king wants to honor him so he comes up
with an elaborate plot to elevate himself. Haman is mortified to
find out that this is to be done for Mordecai and that Haman is the
one who is selected to do the honoring (vs. 4-14).

Chapter Seven

The doom for Haman that was foreshadowed in the
previous chapter comes to fruition in this chapter. The banquet is
ready and Haman is whisked away (vs. 1-2). The real request of
Esther is finally revealed. She wants the life of her people saved
(vs. 3-4). The king wonders who could have the audacity to do such
a thing and Esther reveals Haman as the villain (vs. 5-7). Things
go from bad to worse for Haman and his fate is sealed. He is killed
on the stake he had built for Mordecai (vs. 8-10).

Chapter Eight

Even though Haman is gone there still is a
threat. We learn in this chapter that the decree Haman had devised
cannot be repealed. This means that there is still a threat. Esther
once again throws herself before the King, and she is given the
authority along with Mordecai to make new laws to try to save
her people  (vs. 1-9). A new law is written that gives state
sanctioned support to the Jew’s self defense if anyone attacks them
(vs. 11). The whole empire realized that public policy was now on
the side of the Jewish people and many were afraid, and some even
become Jewish (vs. 15-17).

 

 

Chapters Nine and
Ten

Finally the day arrives in which the Jews were
to be killed. However, the Jews persevered (vs. 1-3) and conquered
their enemies (vs. 9:5-12).  Esther then makes a request to
have another day where the Jews can defend themselves in Susa, and
it is granted (vs. 9:13-14). The holiday Purim is
established on the days where the Jews celebrated after their
victories. Most of the empire celebrated on 14 Adar, but since
there was an additional day of fighting in Susa, there was a
celebration on 15 Adar there. This is why there are two days
of Purim (vs. 9:25-32). The book ends by telling us about
how highly esteemed Mordecai became (ch. 10).

Questions for Reflection and
Discussion

1. Imagine if you were put in Esther or Mordecai's
place. How would you have responded?

2. Imagine if you had been in Haman’s place. How
do you think this all appeared to him?

3. Imagine if you were a Jew. What would you do if
you heard the first decree?

4. Is there justice anywhere in this book?
Where?










Chapter 4
Session Three: Genre and Mission


In this session we will explore two of the
elements in the background of the book: the genre of the book and
the mission the author hopes to accomplish. Although these elements
are never named they effect how we read the book a great deal.

 

How do you “classify”
Esther?

Genre is an intricate part of any book and informs
the expectations of the reader. I will never forget the day I
walked into a room where a movie was underway. The movie seemed to
me a fun loving film about a trip that a few friends take together
to see the world. I thought the genre was comedy. About a 30
minutes after I came into the room it became very clear that the
genre was NOT comedy, but rather horror. The whole
experience was somewhat traumatic to my psyche.

Although there is nothing that will completely
shock you in the book of Esther if you get the genre wrong, it’s
important to understand the thematic framework that is at work in
the book. The only problem with identifying the genre in Esther is
that it is not clear exactly what genre it is. There are at least
seven genres that have been proposed by scholars. Although none of
them are clear winners they all offer valuable insights to the
currants that move the story along.

 

Persian
Chronicle

This genre was invented by scholars in order
create a framework to work with that fit the strange character of
Esther, and has been floating around since the 1960s. It was made
popular mostly though the work of Robert Gordis, who admits “no
 historical chronicles, royal or  otherwise, for
 the  Achaemenid period (550-331  B.C.E.) have
 survived,  the  only  records being  a
 few  Persian  inscriptions and
proclamations.”[6] According to this theory the book
was composed by a gentile scribe and designed to match the Persian
annals of the time. This theory is grounded in an observation that
there are certain characteristics of the book that look and feel
like a formal record.

 

Take away: Keep your eyes open for phrasing
that looks like a formal record or annal.

 

Wisdom Literature

Another genre that has been proposed is that
of Wisdom Literature. This is a common enough genre in
the Hebrew Scriptures. books like Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes
would be wisdom literature. Although none of them look exactly like
Esther, there are some similarities. They both have
characteristically distant deities, neither show much interest in
Jewish history or focus on the community, in both characters are
mostly static, and in both we see a belief that evil men get what’s
coming to them.[7] However these similarities are
not true in all wisdom literature, and seem to be quite a
stretch.

 

Take away: Look for places where wisdom
themes are portrayed in the narrative, and ask the question,
“where’s God?”

Historical
Novella

A novella is a genre meant mostly to entertain the
reader. They were a common genre in the Hellenized world and it has
been argued that this book may have been composed in that period as
a novella of sorts. There are some similarities to the genre; there
is a focus on the love life of the king, and there are depictions
of royal luxury. However there are some key elements missing as
well, and the novella-like elements do not constitute the
primary character of the book.[8]

 

Take away: Be entertained and drawn into the
romance of it all.

Festival
Etiology

An etiology is a story that explains the origin of
natural, cultural, or religious phenomenon.[9] The author of the book certainly
seems to be trying to explain the festival Purim. The book
hopes to bring some meaning to a story in which God’s people were
saved, and believes that this story will give meaning to the event
and the festival to the readers.

 

Take Away: This story is set within the
context of a religious celebration and is interested in both the
events and their meaning for later generations.

Diaspora Story

Esther and Daniel would both be
considered Diaspora Stories. The are written in response
to new challenges that the Jewish people face as they try to
survive away from Jerusalem and the temple. However it’s hard to
view this as a genre in the same way you would a comedy. There
are not all that many Diaspora Stories and they don’t
seem to follow a model or imitate one another.[10]

 

Take Away: This is a story that comes from
the perspective of people who are struggling in foreign lands and
under foreign rulers.

 

Festival Lection

The current Jewish community reads this scroll in
its entirety every year during Purim. Therefore, this the text
is certainly a lection today. Christians also include
this as scripture, and so it carries a sense of authority for them
as well.

 

Take Away: If you are a person of faith, or
even if you aren’t, realize that this text is important to us today
because it was included in the cannon of sacred scripture for Jews
and Christians.

History

Many today claim that Esther is a history, and in
fact as a genre there are many was that it is. The book does not
present itself in anyway as a fiction, it hopes to convince the
reader that the events that it presents are historical. The text
even tells the reader to do fact-checking in the Persian Chronicles
which puts it in the same cast as that of Chronicles. The author
certainly hopes that the book would be read as a history.[11] However some scholars believe that
there are enough historical difficulties with the text that calling
the book a history can be somewhat problematic.

 

Take away: Even if you are sceptical of the
factually of the book, allow yourself to be convinced at least
while reading it. That seems to be the author’s goal.

 

 

Questions for Reflection and
Discussion

 

1. Which of the take away points did you
find most helpful?

2. What genre do you think your life would best be
written as?

3. What kind of life do you think God would want to
write for you?

4. Have you ever felt like God was fighting with you
over which genre your life would be written as?

 

 










Chapter 5
Session Four: Characters


In this session we will be talking about the
people who make up the story. Most of the characters are static.
They function in many ways as embodiments of themes in the text.
Understanding what the story is trying to do requires that the
reader takes a good look at what each character is like, and if
they have a function in giving meaning to the text. Before we
examine a few brief character sketches think about and/or discuss
the following questions:


	What would it mean to have one man who ruled
over the whole world as you knew it?

	What kind of man would you want to be in
control?

	What makes a life successful?

	Who is one person that you know personally
that you consider successful?

	If your family was in danger who would you
turn to for help? Why?



 

Vashti

Vashti is a controversial character. She says no to
the king, but her reasons are left unexplained. Many have tried to
guess why she did not come to the king. There have been theories
for centuries that say that the king had asked her not only to
appear in crown, but that he had wanted her to come
wearing only her crown.[12] However the author is unconcerned
with motive. Vashti seems to be mostly a device used to create an
open throne in the narrative.

 

Xerxes

Xerxes seems to be characterized primarily by an
attribute of passivity. The king rarely makes a decision by
himself. He allows his advisers to dictate what to do with Vasti,
how to find a queen, what to do about the Jews, how to save the
Jews, and what to do with those who deserve both punishment and
reward. It’s arguable that the only choice that Xerxes makes on his
own is that he likes Esther, but even that seems to have a
passivity about it since Esther herself goes for long periods of
time without seeing the king. The king seems to function as an
image of the potential and the danger of a foreign leader. Although
he is not evil himself, he can be made into a tool for evil. On the
other hand, he can be manipulated to help too.

Esther

Esther seems to have more character development than
any of the others characters in this book. She begins out as a
passive girl who exhibits little will of her own, but as time goes
on she becomes in control of the destiny of the Jewish people. In
the narrative she embodies what the reader should do in moment of
crises. Her unexpected strength points the reader back to what they
too can accomplish in the dangers and difficulties in their own
time.

Mordecai

Mordecai is something of a mystery. His thoughts are
never revealed. The reader receives him as a blank slate upon which
the reader is able to project their own paradigm of virtue. He has
been called a “new sort” of leader that is the ideal of the
Diaspora.[13] He is not King, Prophet, or
Priest. Mordecai is a man who fights for and with his
community. His leadership is first seen as he leads the people in
mourning. He is in many ways the Ideal Jew in the book.
The Jewish people seem to do whatever Mordecai does. They mourn
with him, rejoice with him, take up arms at his decree, and
establish the holiday with him. The author ties Mordecai to the
community and makes him the ideal. This is a reminder that the book
seeks to inspire people to find their strength and identity as a
community.

Haman

Haman is a symbol of all those who hate the Jews. In
chapter 9 we find that he is an Agagite. As an Agagite he has an
ancestral enmity with Mordecai. Mordecai is from the same tribe as
Saul who had killed King Agag (1 Samuel 15:8), who was king of the
Amalekites, who had an even longer ancestral animosity. The
Amalekites had been cursed to oblivion in Exodus 17. Haman reminds
the reader that there are people out there who are truly enemies of
the Jews. Haman is presented as weak and petty in Esther. He is a
weak man, but he is able to manipulate power to his own twisted
ends. This danger has loomed over all Jews for thousands of years.
Haman’s defeat operates as a subtle promise that the Jewish people
will be saved from extinction even if they have to go through great
trials and persecutions.

 

Questions for Reflection and
Discussion

1. Why do you think Vashti didn’t come to the King
when he asked?

2. Would you want to have Xerxes as your king?
Why?

3. In what ways do you think you are similar to
Esther? How about Mordecai?

4. Why do you think there are people like Haman in
the world at all times?

5. Do you disagree with any of the character
sketches? What would you change?

 

 

 










Chapter 6
Session Five: Purim


This is the last session in the series on Esther.
In this session the goal is to bring all the reflection of the past
four sessions into the traditional Jewish expression of the story
of Esther, Purim. On Purim four things are
supposed to be done:


	The reading of the Esther Scroll

	Giving to Charity

	Giving to those you know

	Sharing in a Purim feast



 

Traditionally Purim is a time for
generous giving known as tzedakah. This is often done by
people giving baskets of food to one another.[14] If you are going through these
sessions with a group have everyone bring something to share.
 In this session read through the book together while sharing
the food that people bring. People often boo and cheer and use
sound makers to get into the story as it is read. Feel free to make
a lot of noise as the book is read. People often wear costumes of
characters in the book  too on Purim, feel free to have
kids come to this session in costumes (adults can dress up too, if
any are brave enough).

 

Questions for Reflection and
Discussion


	What is one thing about Esther that you have
found relevant to your own life?

	What character did/would you dress up like?
Why?

	Why do you think it’s important to remember this
story as a community?

	What places in our world today might be in need
of hearing the story of Esther?
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	Why Wine? A
Biblical Portrait of a Sacramental Element (2010)
To Christians wine holds a special place among all drinks. It is
the drink that is central to Christian worship, sacramental life,
and one of the key mystical connections between the Church and
Christ. This all stems from the fact that on the night Jesus was
betrayed, he took wine in a cup and gave it to his disciples
saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this,
whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." Ever since then
Christians have struggled to follow this command in context
sometimes very different then the one in which Jesus instituted the
sacrament of communion, sometimes called the Lord’s supper, or the
Eucharist (which means thanksgiving). The key to bringing this
sacred meal into new cultures and settings requires that a
examination of the many nuances that this drink has within the
Biblical frame work.



	


The
Parable of the Wicked Tenants: A Handbook (2010)
The parable of the wicked tenants is enigmatic in many ways.
It’s a parable that has created a great deal of controversy both in
how it is interpreted and within the world of textual criticism.
Those who seek to exegete what the text means are faced with not
only a diverse range of historical opinions on the subject, but
also with an almost unprecedented number of images, parallels, and
symbols. Many scholars have struggled with the ways in which this
parable seems to fly in the face of many of the assumptions that
have been made about Jesus, his teaching style, self understanding,
and message.



	


The
Christ Hymn (2011)
In the book of Philippians there is a small section of poetry.
This little set of verses has raised many questions. Is this one of
the first Hymns we have from the christian community? Where did it
come from? What can it tell us about what the EARLIEST christians
believed about Jesus Christ. This short book seeks to examine the
so-called "Christ Hymn" what it means, and how it can inform us
today.



	


The
Jesus Prayer (2011)
The Jesus prayer is the simple prayer, “Κύριε Ιησού Χριστέ, Υιέ
του Θεού, ελέησόν με, translated: “Lord Jesus Christ Son of God
have mercy on me.” It is one of the central prayers of the Eastern
Christian traditions. It forms the primary practice encouraged in
The Philokalia, a monumental and massively popular book in the
Eastern Orthodox tradition. Many have wondered why such a simple
prayer has become such a central part of the Orthodox spirituality.
The power of the Jesus Prayer lies in the truth that it aims to
transform the heart, and that the heart is the seat of the human
person from which the spirit seeks to bring transformation to the
whole person, and through them the world.

This short book seeks to give people an introduction to praying
this traditional prayer.
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