The Story, chapter 20 (excerpts from Esther)

After Persia defeated the Babylonian empire, some Jews began returning to Jerusalem.
Others still lived in exile. This is the story of Esther, and it takes place around 460BC.
Xerxes needed a new queen, and he decreed that beautiful young women from around the
kingdom should be brought to the palace and presented to him.

Now there was in the citadel of Susa a Jew of the tribe of Benjamin, named Mordecai son
of Jair, the son of Shimei, the son of Kish, who had been carried into exile from Jerusalem
by Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, among those taken captive with Jehoiachin king of
Judah. "Mordecai had a cousin named Hadassah, whom he had brought up because she
had neither father nor mother. This young woman, who was also known as Esther, had a
lovely figure and was beautiful. Mordecai had taken her as his own daughter when her
father and mother died. When the king’s order and edict had been proclaimed, many young
women were brought to the citadel of Susa and put under the care of Hegai. Esther also
was taken to the king’s palace and entrusted to Hegai, who had charge of the harem. Esther
had not revealed her nationality and family background, because Mordecai had forbidden
her to do so.

Now the king was attracted to Esther more than to any of the other women, and she won
his favor and approval more than any of the other virgins. So he set a royal crown on her
head and made her queen instead of Vashti. And the king gave a great banquet, Esther’s
banquet, for all his nobles and officials. He proclaimed a holiday throughout the provinces
and distributed gifts with royal liberality.

Mordecai sent a message to his niece, Queen Esther, asking her to help. She replied “All
the king’s officials and the people of the royal provinces know that for any man or woman
who approaches the king in the inner court without being summoned the king has but one
law: that they be put to death unless the king extends the gold scepter to them and spares
their lives. But thirty days have passed since I was called to go to the king.”

When Esther’s words were reported to Mordecai, he sent back this answer: “Do not think
that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you
remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place,
but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to
your royal position for such a time as this?”

Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecai: “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa,
and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my attendants will
fast as you do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it is against the law.
And if I perish, I perish.”



On the third day Esther put on her royal robes and stood in the inner court of the palace, in
front of the king’s hall. The king was sitting on his royal throne in the hall, facing the
entrance. When he saw Queen Esther standing in the court, he was pleased with her and
held out to her the gold scepter that was in his hand. So Esther approached and touched the
tip of the scepter.

Then the king asked, “What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request? Even up to half the
kingdom, it will be given you.”

“If it pleases the king,” replied Esther, “let the king, together with Haman, come today to a
banquet I have prepared for him.”

Xerxes and Haman enjoyed their dinner with Esther, and she asked them back the next
night. Haman felt honored to be invited by the queen, and his pride grew. In the meantime,
he continued to plot. He had a massive scaffold built on which to execute Mordecai.

At Queen Esther’s second dinner, King Xerxes asked her what she really wanted. 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.”

King Xerxes asked Queen Esther, “Who is he? Where 1s he—the man who has dared to do
such a thing?”

Esther said, “An adversary and enemy! This vile Haman!”

Then Haman was terrified before the king and queen.

King Xerxes was enraged with Haman'’s deceit, and ordered him killed on the same
scaffold Haman had built to kill Mordecai. Mordecai became the second in command of
the kingdom. The Jewish people were saved, and they celebrated the date of Adar 13"
each year as Purim, remembering how the providence of God, the wisdom of Mordecai,
and the courage of Esther had saved them. To this day, Purim is celebrated early in
March.



