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Over the last few Sundays the first lectionary reading has been a sampling of some 
of the wisdom literature of the Hebrew Scriptures.  Several weeks ago I preached 
on a snippet from the Song of Songs.  We heard briefly from Proverbs the past two
Sundays. Today we have another rather frustratingly brief excerpt from the Book 
of Esther.  It is as if the compilers of the lectionary are simply reminding us that 
these books exist and are tempting us to read on.

Esther like the Song of Songs only made it into the Hebrew Canon by the skin of 
its teeth. At least in the Hebrew text Esther makes no mention of God but it is a 
rollicking good story of a feisty Jewish queen who literally saved her people from 
destruction at the hand of the wicked Haman.  It is the story that is celebrated in 
the last of the Jewish holy days, the Feast of Purim, which is a sort of Jewish 
carnival with lots of dressing up, food, noise and general carry-on and a great day 
for kids. 

At the heart of the Book of Esther is a terrible plot by Haman, a senior court 
official of the Persian king, Ahasuerus, to wipe out all the Jews in the kingdom 
because they were characterized as being different, with a different religion and 
different laws and therefore a potential threat to the king.  The king of course does 
not realize that his Queen, Esther, is a good Jewish woman.  Esther shows 
remarkable courage by gaining an audience with the king and through a clever ruse
throws a banquet to which the king and the wicked Haman are invited and which 
enables her to reveal the terrible plot against her people.  Esther’s uncle Mordecai 
is to be Haman’s first victim and an absurdly tall gallows has been erected to hang 
him. When the king discovers the plot he promotes Mordecai and hangs the wicked
Haman on his own gallows.  So the celebration of the salvation of the Jews of 
Persia became a day of celebration and gladness. 

What we heard in the first reading was the end of the story.  Like I suggested in my
sermon on the Song of Songs so once again I say, “Go home and read it”!  It is 
only 10 short chapters and is a great read.



But as I thought about Haman’s terrible plot against the Jews I could not help 
reflecting on recent experience.  I have just spent a week in Munich, the capital of 
Bavaria, which is one of the finest cities I have visited. Despite suffering 
something like 80% damage through war time bombing, modern Munich has been 
wonderfully rebuilt, restored and renewed.  What really impressed me is that in 
more recent years Munich has been coming to terms with its dark past, as the birth 
place of  National Socialism in the 1920’s and as Hitler’s power base.  The 
Stadtmuseum has an excellent wing fully devoted to that era.  Also there is a new 
Jewish Museum nearby with a very contemporary synagogue.  Of course Munich 
is much more than its Nazi past for it was the home of 19th century kings of 
Bavaria, one of whom, Ludwig 1, built monumentally and endowed some fabulous
museums.

But while I was there I felt I needed to visit Dachau, the first of the notorious Nazi 
concentration camps, located in what is today suburban Munich about 20 minutes 
by train from the City Center and then a short bus ride. The camp now has a 
visitor’s center and café outside to cope with the thousands of school parties and 
visitors from all over the world who come there.  Most of the barracks which 
housed the prisoners have long been demolished but the excellent museum and the 
one reconstructed barracks tell the terrible story of that place. Dachau was used 
first of all for political prisoners, and soon for all people classed as undesirable: 
Jews, gypsies, homeless people, homosexuals, priests, and later Russian prisoners 
of war who were simply lined up and shot.  It is a sad place and a grim reminder of
man’s inhumanity to man.  Dachau was never an extermination camp as such like 
Auschwitz but so many died there from violence, unspeakable cruelty, suffering 
and disease that it challenges one’s human sensibilities.  The suffering of the Jews 
in particular is nothing new in human history as the Esther reading reminds us.  
But of course there is much more to the story of Jewish suffering and persecution 
than Haman and the Nazis. The Jewish Museum in Munich outlined just the local 
history of the Jews for the past 1000 years. For Munich you could substitute 
London or many other cities throughout Europe over the centuries which expelled 
their Jewish populations time and again particularly in times of economic 
downturn.  In a way the historical suffering of the Jews has come to represent the 
suffering of so many minorities historically and today.



I happened to be travelling in that part of Germany and just over the border in 
Salzburg, Austria which is at the heart of the current European refugee crisis.  I 
came across simply hundreds of Syrian refugees corralled by police at the main rail
station in Salzburg when I went to check to see if trains were running over the 
border to Germany.  In fact they were not and I had to take a cab to the nearest 
station over the nearby German border to catch my train. Again at Freilassing rail 
station there were hundreds more refugees simply sitting on the platform as 
officials patiently tried to process them and volunteers handed out water, food and 
clothing. Buses were arriving to take them on to other towns for resettlement.  
There were many signs of hope amidst these crowds of desperate people fleeing 
their homeland. In Salzburg I came across a young Austrian woman with purple 
hair sitting with a crowd of young teenagers teaching them German. Also in 
Salzburg I saw signs reading “Salzburg welcome refugees”.  Also in Munich at the 
church where I preached they were collecting clothing to be distributed by the 
main Christian refugee agency.  My friend the Rector said the agency had been 
overwhelmed by the response of the local churches and citizens to the crisis. My 
overall impression was that both in Germany and in Austria there was a 
tremendous will and effort being made to care for and resettle all these people. And
as you have read the flood is still continuing.  What really struck me is that 
although the refugees are heading for Europe being an attractive place of refuge, 
the problem is not a European one. I believe our government and those of countries
like Canada, the United Kingdom and Australia are slowly stepping up to the plate 
to take in more refugees. Because the problem is a global one demanding global 
solutions. From my experience of that museum in Munich and the visit to Dachau I
was reminded of the turmoil of so much of Europe during and after the Second 
World War and the consequent awareness among many there that “there but for the
grace of God go I”.

I read yesterday of a right wing group in South Carolina who were protesting the 
Federal government’s decision to take in more refugees claiming that they would 
undermine the “American way of life” and Christian values.  Similar arguments 
were used against the Jews and other minorities historically.

But blessed Pope Francis reminded Congress and the United Nations this week that
immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, call them what you will, are ultimately 
people, human beings like ourselves, desperate for a better life and for a secure 



place to raise their children.  I was moved by an article in the Times quoting the 
Mayor of Erfurt in Germany who welcomed the 12,000 refugees that the German 
government had allocated to his city when he said Erfurt desperately needed young
people to maintain its life and boost its economy something that migrants have 
always done.  It is so easy to forget that countries like ours and Australia were built
on migrant populations often fleeing or escaping from persecution, poverty and 
lack of opportunity.

And if I have strayed from today’s readings I apologize but Esther set me thinking.
And then of course even Jesus’ disciples did their own negative characterization of 
people, catergorizing them “us” and “them”.  “Teacher, we saw someone casting 
out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following 
us.” To which Jesus tellingly responded “Whoever is not against us is for us.”  

Jesus showed a magnanimity of spirit which we saw this week in the words and 
actions of Pope Francis and which I glimpsed in Germany and Austria in their 
response to the current refugee crisis.   May we as professing Christians equally 
reveal such a generosity of spirit to each other and to the “stranger in our midst”.  
Amen


