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Let us pray. The grass withers and the flower fades, O God, but your word will stand forever. As your
word is read and proclaimed, may we hear your voice. Amen.

Our second reading is from 1 Peter 2, starting with verse 2. Let us listen now for God’s word to us.

Like newborn infants, long for the pure, spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow into
salvation— if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is good.,

Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s
sight, and like living stones let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy
priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For it stands
in scripture:

“See, | am laying in Zion a stone,
a cornerstone chosen and precious,
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.”

This honor, then, is for you who believe, but for those who do not believe,

“The stone that the builders rejected
has become the very head of the corner,”

and

“A stone that makes them stumble
and a rock that makes them fall.”

They stumble because they disobey the word, as they were destined to do.

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order
that you may proclaim the excellence of him who called you out of darkness into his
marvelous light.

Once you were not a people,

but now you are God'’s people;
once you had not received mercy,
but now you have received mercy.

This is the word of the Lord.
Thanks be to God.

Esther is definitely one of the most colorful, wonderful stories in the Old Testament, but we don’t
spend very much time with this story. | rarely preach on it, we rarely read it, it doesn’t show up
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during Advent and Christmas or during Lent and Easter. It’s a story that we know, but it lurks in the
background of our memory from our Sunday school days.

It’s a story from the Persian period of Israel’s exile. It was the Babylonians who conquered
Jerusalem and first took the people of Judah into exile. But then the Babylonians were conquered by
the Persians while Israel was still in exile. So they lived in exile for a while under Persian rule before
they were returned to their own land. So that’s where this story takes place.

Esther, as we learned, is an orphaned Jewish girl who is raised by her cousin Mordecai. She’s very
beautiful. The king of Persia wants a new wife. The old one wasn’t great, so he wants a new one. So
he starts season one of The Bachelor. He wants all of the most beautiful women of his kingdom
presented before him, and only one of them gets the rose. Esther is the most beautiful. The king is
taken by her, and so he makes her his queen.

Meanwhile, you have Haman, the bad guy, this royal official who is now at odds with Mordecai, then
at odds with all the Jewish people, conspires to kill all the Jewish people, and Mordecai learns of
the plot, feeds this information to Esther. Esther then bravely approaches the king. He offers her his
whole kingdom, and she asks for something very small: her own life, and the life of her people. She
convinces the king that Haman is the snake that he is, and so Haman is executed on the gallows he
had built for Mordecai. Esther saves her people, and the Jewish people from that time forward
celebrate this moment with feasting and gladness. This is certainly one of the most memorable
stories from exile for Israel.

Our current series is called The Church in Exile. We’re looking at ancient Israel’s experience of exile
and how it can shed light on the church’s exile today—a very different kind of exile, but we do find
ourselves more and more on the margins. Christianity in the United States is facing more of an
uphill climb in order to be the church and accomplish the things that we have set out to
accomplish. Last week, we talked about how the faithfulness of the church thrives when it moves
away from the center of things. And this week, we begin to look at what shape that faithfulness
might take.

Now it’'s not immediately obvious what Esther has to teach us about this. | think you all are very
beautiful people. But | don’t think any of you is going to win a beauty contest anytime soon and
become queen or king of anything. So at first blush, Esther’s not the most relatable heroine for us
today.

Also, you might know this about Esther: there’s no God in the book of Esther. You might remember
this from Sunday School trivia, it’s the only book in all of Scripture, Old and New Testament, that
does not contain the name of God or the word God at all, or the Almighty or anything else
whatsoever.

The Jewish celebration that grows out of this story is called Purim. And Purim, as it says in Esther, is
a time of “feasting and gladness,” which means a lot of eating and a lot of drinking. And some

scholars think that maybe because there’s so much drinking that goes on at Purim, they didn’t want
all of that drinking to be associated with the name of God, and that’s why God’s name doesn’t show
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up in the text. Later writers added additional chapters to the book of Esther and those later writers
made sure to add God into the story. So God does make a late appearance to the book of Esther.

Nevertheless, there is something about this story—because we still have it today— that has been
meaningful, not just for the Jews in exile but for countless generations of both Jews and Christians
that followed them.

One of the deeper realities of the experience of exile is that it threatens our identity. It threatens our
sense of who we are. Think of how much place has to do with your identity, how much place has to
do with your sense of who you are. It’s where you’re from, of course, but it’s more than that. It’s
where your web of connections, family, friends, and coworkers exists. It’s where you learned your
language and the particular dialect or accent in which you speak that language. It’s associated with
your music and your diet and your religion, and even some of your core values are woven into your
sense of place. This constellation of things are essentially what we mean when we say “home.” And
so in ways that we see and ways that we don’t see, our place roots us.

If you’ve ever relocated—and I’m sure most of you have,—you know what it feels like to be
uprooted, to pull up stakes and to make home in a new place. You start new jobs, you form new
relationships, you establish new routines, you find new doctors and new restaurants and a new
church. And it can be really disorienting and really difficult, but as hard as it is, a relocation is more
or less chosen, right? Maybe your work chose it for you, but you chose your line of work, and in
some way, you have some responsibility for that change. And in addition to that, you bring a whole
lot of stuff with you. You can’t bring everything, but you can bring a lot, including family, the closest
family.

But to live in exile is to be uprooted in the extreme. It is to be truly placeless. Truly rootless. Itis to
lose home in almost every meaningful sense of the word home. And this loss, the loss of home,
leads to two temptations, two opposing temptations.

The first is total integration in the new place. Out with the old, in with the new: new people, new
customs, new home, new identity.

The second temptation, the opposite temptation, is total separation. To the extent possible, resist
all outside influences, oppose the pressures of conformity, hold fast to the old ways. And cling to
the old identity without compromise.

The first temptation entails the complete rejection of identity. Distinctiveness vanishes. The ability
to oppose or to speak clearly to that host culture is erased.

The second temptation entails a complete rejection of transformation. There is no willingness to
change or to adapt. The old identity is weakened by inflexibility, and our ability to engage fruitfully
with the host culture is erased.

So either we sacrifice our distinctiveness on the one hand, or we sacrifice our engagement on the
other.
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Part of what has made the story of Esther so meaningful through all these years is that she shows
us a third possible response to the experience of exile. Esther does not hold rigidly to the old
identity rooted in Jerusalem, that faraway place. Nor does she fully embrace Persian ways in order
to fit in and thrive. Esther demonstrates the ability and the willingness to function in this new
Persian environment. She shows flexibility a willingness to compromise. She conceals her ethnic
and religious identity. She even marries a Gentile. This is not the behavior of a good Jew back home.

At the same time, Esther never forgets her identity as a Jew. She never forgets her family
connections. She never forgets the need of her people. And even when she becomes queen, she
never loses sight of her purpose, a purpose which is rooted in her identity as one of God’s people.

For Israel, living in exile or living later under foreign rule, Esther demonstrates that God’s people
don’t have to run and hide and that they also don’t have to give away the store. They can engage
with the world creatively, thoughtfully, faithfully, and maintain their identity.

In 1 Peter it says, “Come to him, a living stone.... Let yourselves be built into a spiritual house.” This
is a foundation for exiles. This is a foundation for those who believed they had lost their foundation.
A living stone. A dynamic foundation. A place to put down roots that isn’t rigid or place-bound.

At every stage of the last 10 years or so in my house, there has been an extra device or two floating
around, an old iPad, an old decommissioned smartphone, something that in a pinch the kids can
use for games or for screen time. And when they’re at home, they understand that they can access
everything that we allow them to, right? All their favorite shows or apps or games, whatever it is, at
home, they can do it. And then we get in the car for a drive and they wonder why once we leave
home, their games won’t work. Their shows won’t start.

| try to explain to them, “You see, at home we have a Wi-Fi network and there’s a router that receives
the signal from the cable company and the router sends an invisible signal throughout the house
that lets you connect while you’re home. But if you leave the home, you leave that signal behind.”
And do you know what, they had no idea what | was talking about. They had a hard time
understanding that when they leave home, they leave that signal behind.

For as long as Israel had Jerusalem, the hub of their network, their home, their place, the signal was
strong and everything worked. But in exile they find they don’t have a signal and they fear they’ll
never get it back.

Come to him, a living stone.

The church in exile has a living foundation. It doesn’t need to stay within range of the signal. It
doesn’t need to return to Jerusalem or, for that matter, to a treasured past, in order to restore and
rediscover its identity in order to put down its roots. Our identity is found in a living stone. Itis
rooted in a living stone and we are being built up not into a temple—not into a constructed building,
but into a spiritual house, which means we can cultivate our identity in Christ anywhere. It means
we can engage faithfully anywhere.

But where is God in all of this? God doesn’t show up in Esther. God can seem pretty shy today, too.
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If our exile today as the church is a function of living in the modern world, isn’t it true that a key
feature of the world today is the perceived absence of God? Don’t we live in a world—and don’t we
function each day in an environment—that has come to assume that God is largely absent, or
distant, or unconcerned, or non-existent? Is not a key part of our exile that we seek to live in light of
the presence and action of a God that so many think isn’t even there—a God that at times even we
think might not be there?

The Jewish tradition and the Christian tradition after it has long found God in the book of Esther, but
not in the text, not in explicit and obvious ways, but in Esther herself, in Mordecai himself. God is
revealed in the faithful living of God’s people. Esther remains rooted in her identity and she
participates faithfully in a profoundly changed world. And in so doing, she reveals the presence and
the action of God.

First Peter calls the church a “royal priesthood.” This does not mean that we are all going to become
religious clerics and put on silly robes. The job of a priest in Judaism, in Christianity, in any religion,
is to be a middleman between humanity and the divine. It is the job of a priest to mediate God to the
world. So for the church to be a royal priesthood means that when the church participates faithfully
in this profoundly changed world, the presence and the action of God become visible to others.

Through the church, the presence and the action of God become visible to this world.

This is impossible if we reject our identity, if we lose our distinctiveness and become just like the
world. Itis equally impossible if we reject the world and cling to a treasured past and fail to live
imaginative, faithful lives in a changed world.

“You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own, in order that you may
proclaim the excellence of Him who called you out of darkness and into his marvelous light.”

The church—a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own—is not here granted
some very special status. Instead, it is given a task, a special calling. A calling to be rooted in Christ,
the living stone, and to make the presence and the action of God visible to the world.

Let us pray. God, may we be rooted in Christ, the living stone. So that we might live faithfully in this
changed world, making you visible to others. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.
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