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Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22 
Psalm 124 
James 5:13-20 
Mark 9:38-50 
 
The Book of Esther is a great story,  
A salty story,  
Worthy of the Thousand and One, Arabian Nights. 
We barely scratched its surface  
In our first lesson this morning,  
But if you have never encountered the entire story, 
I commend it to you.  
It has everything: 
Banquets and dancing girls, 
An uppity woman getting her comeuppance, 
Harem scenes, 
Complete with silks and scents and lessons in deportment, 
Scheming courtiers vying for royal favor, 
Secret identities, 
A slimy villain coming to a fitting end, 
And finally, 
The vindication of a courageous woman.  
 
The story of Esther has everything,  
Except the most essential thing: 
God.  
The Book of Esther is the only book of the Bible  
In which God is not named. 
 
But is God absent? 
Can God be absent from any story, 
Whether named or not? 
 
Finding God in any story 
And in our own stories  
Is one of the tasks of Christian formation. 
 
There are many way to go about it, 
Many methods of engaging in the theological reflection 
That is the responsibility and privilege  
Of every mature person of faith.  
 
Nothing would delight me more 
Than to walk with you through the story of Esther, 
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Looking for signs of God  
Hidden in plain sight, 
God at work in human hearts, 
God at work through human hands, 
Rousing courage, 
Seeking justice, 
Restoring relationship.  
 
But by now, some of you are beginning to wonder: 
Is she going to sidestep the gospel altogether? 
Is she going to pretend she didn’t hear  
The difficult words of Jesus 
About millstones tied around necks, 
Cutting off limbs and tearing out eyes and casting into hell? 
 
No – I heard those words. 
I have heard them many times, 
In many situations. 
They have angered me and scared me 
And troubled my heart. 
I’ll get back to them. 
 
But first,  
More about stories.  
 
Stories shape our lives. 
They invite us into places of meaning 
And show us wisdom 
We could not accept in any other way.  
Stories lead us to insight and change 
More gently, 
And more effectively, 
Than lessons that meet us straight on. 
 
Jesus knew this. 
Time and again, 
He invited us into a story 
To lead us towards the new life he promised. 
 
But he had other tricks 
To pop our eyes open, 
To shift the ground under our feet, 
Tipping us towards the way he offers. 
 
Jesus is a brilliant storyteller, 
And a master rhetorician, 
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An attention grabber. 
 
And he got our attention this time, 
With talk of severed limbs and torn out eyes and hellfire.  
 
Back to the difficult gospel, 
The words of a master storyteller 
And attention grabber. 
Now that Jesus has our attention, 
We can wonder,  
What does he want us to hear? 
 
There are any number of ways to go from here. 
 
Let me suggest one: 
Let’s go back to stories again. 
 
The salty story of Esther  
Never names the God  
Who is active and engaged  
In every chapter.  
But we can find God 
If we go looking, 
If we open our hearts and read prayerfully, 
If we search in conversation with friends, 
If we read or write or sit in silence. 
 
The same is true in our own lives. 
Some of us were brought up 
To see signs of God 
In every event and action. 
Others of us have to learn 
To tell our stories in a new way, 
With God at the center. 
 
Once we learn to tell our stories 
With God at the center, 
Other pieces of our lives 
Fall into new arrangements. 
When the center shifts, 
We see some things to shed.  
 
What is getting in the way? 
What is holding us back? 
What do we need to let go, 
To let God go to work? 
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What are our stumbling blocks, 
Tripping and hurting us, 
Or someone else? 
 
What part of ourselves, 
Something we think is precious and essential, 
As near and dear as our own hand or foot or eye, 
What is actually getting in the way? 
 
If your hand causes you to stumble, 
Cut it off. 
 
Jesus, remember, 
Is a storyteller and master of rhetoric. 
He wants us to sit up and pay attention. 
 
He’s got it now.  
 
This passage is no more literal  
Than a  camel squeezing through the eye of a needle. 
And it is just as true.  
 
When we hold onto the things  
That get in our way, 
That keep us from the life God promises,  
Then we end up in hell. 
 
Have you ever been trapped  
In a dry hopeless hole? 
Then you’ve been to hell.  
 
Hell is a story with no God in it; 
Or rather,  
A story where, 
No matter what we do, 
We can’t find God. 
 
But the good news is this: 
God can find us, 
Even when we can’t find God. 
God can find us 
And show us what we need to add, 
Or shed, 
To make our stories full of grace.  
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Look, for a minute, 
Right now, 
At your own story. 
Take the first moment that comes to mind. 
It might be from long ago, 
Or yesterday,  
Or this morning, 
Or this minute.  
 
******* 
When you have a moment in your mind, 
Turn it over, shake it up and down, 
Sniff it, 
Listen to it. 
 
What kind of story is it? 
An Esther story, 
Where God is not named, 
But can be found? 
 
Is it a stumbling block story, 
Where something gets in your way, 
And you have to let it go  
In order to find God? 
 
******* 
Is it a salty story, 
That gives savor and brightness to your life? 
 
A hell story, 
Of a time when you were trapped? 
 
A story in progress? 
 
Or, perhaps, 
A story that has yet to be told. 
 
We follow in the way  
Of the one who told stories 
To draw us in and lead us on.  
 
As a community,  
We learn to tell our story  
With God at the center. 
We learn to tell stories  
Where abundance overwhelms scarcity, 
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Where forgiveness heals hurts, 
Where insight leads to new direction. 
We live in a story where God is the center. 
 
We live in a world 
Where God is the center, 
Even when it is hard to see God at all. 
And yet we follow in the way of the one 
Who found God 
Even in the deepest darkness. 
 
We follow in the way of the one  
Who offered healing and hope, 
And a life that is worth letting go 
In order to gain.  
 
When we follow him, 
And tell his story, 
We find at last, 
That we are telling a salty story 
That is all our own.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


