Esther

	A version for reading by a group. The Cast comprises two narrators, Ahasuerus, Haman, Esther, Mordecai, Courtier, Administrator, Harbona, and Zeresh (the last three can be played by one person). The text below is adapted from the Jerusalem Bible.

	SCENE I (chs 1–2): Vashti replaced by Esther.

	Narrator A
	It was in the days of Ahasuerus, the Ahasuerus whose empire stretched from India to Ethiopia. In those days Ahasuerus gave a banquet at his court for all his administrators and ministers, chiefs of the army, nobles and governors of provinces. Thus he displayed the riches and splendor of his empire and the pomp and glory of his majesty; the festivities went on for a hundred and eighty days.

When this period was over, the king gave a banquet for all the people living in Susa, to high and low alike, in the enclosure adjoining the king’s palace. There were white and violet hangings fastened with cords of fine linen and purple thread to silver rings on marble columns, couches of gold and silver on a pavement of porphyry, marble, mother-of-pearl and precious stones. For drinking there were golden cups of various designs and the royal wine in plenty according to the king’s bounty.  By royal command, however, drinking was not obligatory, the king having instructed the officials of his household to treat each guest according to his own wishes.

	Narrator B
	On the seventh day, when the king was merry with wine, he commanded the seven eunuchs in attendance on his person to bring Queen Vashti before the king crowned with her royal diadem, in order to display her beauty to the people and the administrators, for she was very beautiful. But Queen Vashti refused to come at the king’s command delivered by the eunuchs. The king was very angry at this and his rage grew hot. He then consulted his seven administrators.

	Ahasuerus
	According to law, what is to be done to Queen Vashti for not obeying the command of King Ahasuerus delivered by the eunuchs?

	Administrator
	Vashti has wronged not only the king, but also the administrators and the nations inhabiting the provinces of King Ahasuerus. Before the day is out the queen’s conduct will become known to all the women and encourage them in a contemptuous attitude towards their husbands, since they will say “King Ahasuerus ordered Queen Vashti to appear before him and she did not come.” If it is the king’s pleasure, let him issue a royal edict to the effect that Vashti is never to appear again before King Ahasuerus, and let the king confer her royal dignity on a worthier woman. Let this edict be proclaimed throughout the length and breadth of his realm, and all the women will henceforth bow to the authority of their husbands, both high and low alike.

	Narrator A
	This speech pleased the king and the administrators and the king did as advised. He sent letters to all the provinces of the kingdom, to each province in its own script and to each nation in its own language, ensuring that every husband should be master in his own house.

	Narrator B
	Some time after this, when the king’s wrath had abated, Ahasuerus remembered Vashti, how she had behaved, and the measures taken against her.

	Courtier
	Let beautiful girls be selected for the king. Let the king appoint commissioners throughout the provinces of his realm to bring all these beautiful young virgins to Susa, to the harem under the authority of Hegai the king’s eunuch. Let him provide them with what they need for their adornment and let the girl who pleases the king take Vashti’s place as queen.

	Narrator B
	This advice pleased the king and he acted on it.

	Narrator A
	Now in Susa there lived a Jew called Mordecai, who had been deported from Jerusalem among the captives taken away by Nebuchadnezzar. He had brought up Esther, his uncle’s daughter, who had lost both father and mother; the girl had a good figure and a beautiful face.

Following the promulgation of the king’s edict, a great number of girls were brought to Susa where they were entrusted to Hegai, the custodian of the women. The girl pleased him and won his favor. Not only did he quickly provide her with all she needed for her dressing room and her meals, but he gave her seven special maids from the king’s household and transferred her and her maids to the best part of the harem. Esther did not reveal her race or kindred, since Mordecai had forbidden her to do so. Mordecai walked up and down in front of the courtyard of the harem every day, to learn how Esther was and how she was being treated.

	
	Each girl had to appear in turn before King Ahasuerus, after a delay of twelve months; this preparatory period was occupied as follows: six months with oil of myrrh, and six months with spices and lotions commonly used for feminine beauty treatment. Then she went into the king in the evening, and the following morning returned to another harem entrusted to the care of the custodian of the concubines. She did not go to the king any more, unless he was particularly pleased with her and had her summoned by name.

	
	Esther won the admiration of all who saw her. She was brought to King Ahasuerus in his palace in the tenth month, in the seventh year of his reign; and the king liked Esther better than any of the other women; none of the other girls found so much favor and approval with him.  So he set the royal diadem on her head and proclaimed her queen instead of Vashti.

	
	Then the king gave a great banquet, Esther’s banquet, for all his administrators and ministers, decreed a holiday for all the provinces and distributed largesse with royal prodigality.

	Narrator B
	At this time Mordecai was attached to the Chancellery, and two malcontents plotted to assassinate King Ahasuerus. Mordecai came to hear of this and informed Queen Esther, who in turn told the king. The two conspirators were sent to the gallows, and the incident was recorded in the Book of the Chronicles in the presence of the king.

	SCENE II (chs 3–5): Haman’s plots

	Narrator A
	Shortly afterwards, King Ahasuerus singled out Haman son of Hammedatha, from the land of Agag, for promotion. He raised him in rank and precedence above the other officers of state, and gave orders that all the officials employed at the Chancellery were to bow down and prostrate themselves before Haman. Mordecai refused either to bow or prostrate himself. Haman was seized with fury. Having been told what race Mordecai belonged to, he could not be content with murdering Mordecai but made up his mind to wipe out all the members of Mordecai’s race, the Jews, throughout the empire of Ahasuerus.

In the first month of the twelfth year of King Ahasuerus, they cast the pur (that is, the lot) before Haman for the day and the month. The lot falling in the twelfth month, which is Adar, Haman said to King Ahasuerus.

	Haman
	There is a certain unassimilated nation scattered among the other nations throughout the provinces of your realm; their laws are different from those of all other nations and they ignore the royal edicts; hence it is not in the king’s interests to tolerate them. If it please the king to decree their destruction, I am prepared to pay ten thousand talents of silver to be credited to the royal treasury.

	Ahasuerus
	Keep the money, and you can have the people too; do what you like with them.

	Narrator A
	The edict was signed in the name of King Ahasuerus and sealed with his ring, and letters were sent to every province of the realm ordering the destruction, slaughter and annihilation of all Jews, young and old, women and children on the one day, the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, and the seizing of their possessions. While the king and Haman gave themselves up to feasting and drinking, consternation reigned in the city of Susa.

	Narrator B
	When Mordecai learned what had happened, he tore his garments and put on sackcloth and ashes. He sent a copy of the edict of extermination to Esther, with the message that she was to go to the king and implore his favor and plead with him for her people. She replied with the following message for Mordecai.

	Esther
	All the king’s servants and the people of his provinces know that for a man or woman who approaches the king in the inner court without being summoned there is one penalty: death, unless, by pointing his golden scepter toward him, the king grants him his life. And I have not been summoned to the king for the last thirty days.

	Mordecai
	Do not suppose that because you are in the king’s palace, you are going to be the one Jew to escape. No; if you persist in remaining silent at such a time, relief and deliverance will come to the Jews from another place, but both you and the house of your father will perish. Who knows? Perhaps you have come to the throne for just such a time as this.

	Esther
	Go and assemble all the Jews now in Susa and fast for me. Do not eat or drink day or night for three days. For my part, I and my maids will keep the same fast, after which I shall go to the king in spite of the law; and if I perish, I perish.

	Narrator A
	Three days later Esther put on her royal apparel and presented herself in the inner court of the palace, which was in front of the king’s apartments. He was seated on the royal throne in the Royal Hall, facing the door. No sooner had he seen Queen Esther standing in the court than she won his favor and he held out the golden scepter he had in his hand to her. Esther approached and touched the end of it.

	Ahasuerus
	What is the matter, Queen Esther? Tell me what you desire; even if it is half my kingdom, I grant it you.

	Esther
	Would the king be pleased to come with Haman today to the banquet I have prepared for him?

	Ahasuerus
	Tell Haman to come at once, so that Esther may have her wish.

	Narrator A
	So the king and Haman came to the banquet that Esther had prepared. As they drank their wine, the king again said to Esther:

	Ahasuerus
	Tell me what you request; I grant it to you. Tell me what you desire; even if it is half my kingdom, it is yours for the asking.

	Esther
	What do I desire, what do I request? If I have found favor in the king’s eyes, and if it is his pleasure to grant what I ask and to agree to my request, let the king and Haman come to the other banquet I intend to give them tomorrow, and then I will do as the king says.

	Narrator B
	Haman left full of high spirits that day; but when he saw Mordecai at the chancellery, neither standing up nor stirring at his approach, he felt a gust of anger. Returning home, he sent for his friends and Zeresh his wife and held forth to them about his dazzling wealth, his many children, how the king had raised him to a position of honor and promoted him over the heads of the king’s administrators and ministers.

	Haman
	What is more, Queen Esther just invited me and the king—no one else except me—to a banquet she was giving, and better still she has invited me and the king again tomorrow. But what do I care about all this when all the while I see Mordecai the Jew sitting there at the Chancellery?

	Zeresh
	Have a seventy-five-foot gallows run up, and in the morning ask the king to have Mordecai hanged on it. Then accompany the king to the feast without a care in the world!

	Narrator B
	Delighted with this advice, Haman had the gallows erected.

	SCENE III (chs 6–7): Haman’s downfall

	Narrator A
	That night, the king could not sleep; he called for the Record Book to be brought and read to him. It contained an account of how Mordecai had denounced two of the king’s eunuchs who had plotted to assassinate King Ahasuerus.

	Ahasuerus
	And what honor and dignity was conferred on Mordecai for this?

	Courtier
	Nothing has been done for him.

	Ahasuerus
	Who is on duty in the antechamber?

	Narrator A
	Haman had at that moment entered the outer antechamber of the king’s palace to ask the king to have Mordecai hanged on the gallows which he had just put up for the purpose.

	Courtier
	Haman is waiting in the antechamber.

	Ahasuerus
	Bring him in. What is the right way to treat a man whom the king wishes to honor?

	Narrator A
	“Whom” thought Haman “would the king wish to honor if not me?”

	Haman
	If the king wishes to honor someone, have royal robes brought, which the king has worn, and a horse which the king has ridden, with a royal diadem on its head. The robes and horse should be handed to one of the noblest of the king’s officers, and he should array the man whom the king wishes to honor and lead him on horseback through the city square, proclaiming before him: “This is the way to treat a man whom the king wishes to honor.”

	Ahasuerus
	Hurry, take the robes and the horse, and do everything you have just said to Mordecai the Jew, who works at the Chancellery.

	Narrator A
	So Haman arrayed Mordecai and led him on horseback through the city square, proclaiming before him: “This is the way to treat a man whom the king wishes to honor.” After this Haman went hurrying home dejected. He told his wife Zeresh and all his friends what had just happened.

	Zeresh
	Thanks to Mordecai, you have just had a fall; if he happens to belong to the Jewish race you will never recover the upper hand again. Far from it; once having begun, thanks to him you will fall and fall again.

	Narrator A
	While they were still talking, the king’s eunuchs arrived in a hurry to escort  Haman to the banquet that Esther had prepared. When the king and Haman were seated at the banquet with Queen Esther this second day, the king again said to Esther as they drank their wine:

	Ahasuerus
	Tell me what you request, Queen Esther? I grant it to you. Tell me what you desire; even if it is half my kingdom, it is yours for the asking.

	Esther
	If I have found favor in your eyes, O king, and if it please your majesty, grand me my life—that is what I request; and the lives of my people—that is what I desire. For we are doomed, I and my people, to destruction, slaughter and annihilation; as thing are, it will be beyond the means of the persecutor to make good the loss that the king is about to sustain.

	Ahasuerus
	Who is this man? Where is he, the schemer of such an outrage?

	Esther
	The persecutor, the enemy? Why, this wretch Haman!

	Narrator A
	Haman quaked with terror in the presence of the king and queen. In a rage the king rose and left the banquet to go into the palace garden; while Haman, realizing that the king was determined on his ruin, stayed behind to beg Queen Esther for his life. When the king returned from the palace garden into the banqueting hall, he found Haman huddled across the couch where Esther was reclining.

	Ahasuerus
	What! Is he going to rape the queen before my eyes in my own palace?

	Narrator A
	The words were scarcely out of his mouth than a veil was thrown over Haman’s face. Harbona, one of the eunuchs attending the king, was present.

	Harbona
	How convenient! There is that seventy-five-foot gallows which Haman ran up for Mordecai, whose report saved the king’s life. It is all ready at his house.

	Narrator A
	So Haman was hanged on the gallows which he had erected for Mordecai, and the king’s wrath subsided.

	SCENE IV (ch 8:1–9:19): The edict reversed.

	Narrator B
	That same day King Ahasuerus gave Queen Esther the house of Haman, the persecutor of the Jews; Mordecai was presented to the king. The king, who had recovered his signet ring from Haman, took it off and gave it to Mordecai, while Esther gave Mordecai charge of Haman’s house.

Esther again went to speak to the king. She fell at his feet, weeping and imploring his favor, to frustrate the wicked scheme advised by Haman the Agagite and his plot against the Jews. The king held out the golden scepter to her, whereupon Esther rose and stood face to face with him.

	Esther
	If such is the king’s good pleasure, may he be pleased to issue a written revocation of the letters which Haman the Agagite contrived to have written to procure the destruction of the Jews in every province of the realm. For how can I look on, while my people suffer what is in store for them? How can I bear to witness the extermination of my race?

	Ahasuerus
	I for my part have given Esther Haman’s house, and have had him hanged on the gallows for planning to destroy the Jews. You are free now to write as you judge best in the king’s name, and seal what you write with the king’s signet.

	Narrator B
	The royal scribes were summoned at once and an order was written to the Jews, the satraps, governors and administrators of the provinces stretching from India to Ethiopia. The king granted the Jews, in whatever city they lived, the right to assemble in self-defense with permission to destroy any armed force that might attack them, together with their women and children, and to plunder their possessions.  The edict was also published in the citadel of Susa. Mordecai left the royal presence in a princely gown of violet and white, with a great golden crown and a cloak of fine linen and purple. The city of Susa shouted for joy. For the Jews there was light and gladness, joy and honor. In every province and in every city, wherever the king’s command and decree arrived, there was joy and gladness among the Jews, with feasting and holiday-making. Of the country’s population many became Jews, since now the Jews were feared.

	Narrator A
	The king’s command and decree came into force on the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, and the day on which the enemies of the Jews had hoped to crush them produced the very opposite effect. In their towns throughout the provinces of King Ahasuerus, the Jews assembled to strike at those who had planned to injure them. No one resisted them, since the various people were now all afraid them. Provincial administrators, satraps, governors and officers of the king, all supported the Jews for fear of Mordecai. Indeed Mordecai was a power in the palace, and his fame was spreading through all the provinces.

	
	So the Jews struck down all their enemies with the sword, with resulting slaughter and destruction, and worked their will on their opponents. In Susa alone the Jews put five hundred men to death, notably the ten sons of Haman the persecutor of the Jews. But they took no plunder.

	Ahasuerus
	In the citadel of Susa the Jews have killed five hundred men and also the ten sons of Haman. What must they have done in the other provinces of the realm? Tell me what your request; I grant it to you. Tell me what else you desire; it is yours for the asking.

	Esther
	If such is the king’s pleasure, let the Jews of Susa be allowed to enforce today’s decree tomorrow as well. And as for the ten sons of Haman, let their bodies be hanged on the gallows.

	Narrator A
	The other Jews who lived in the king’s provinces also assembled to defend their lives and rid themselves of their enemies. They slaughtered seventy-five thousand of their opponents. but they took no plunder.

	SCENE V (ch 9:20–end): The commemoration at Purim.

	Narrator B
	Mordecai committed these events to writing. Then he sent letters to all the Jews throughout the provinces of King Ahasuerus, both near and far, enjoining them to celebrate the fourteenth and fifteenth days of the month of Adar every year, as the days on which the jews had rid themselves of their enemies, and the month in which their sorrow had been turned into gladness, and mourning into a holiday. He therefore told them to keep these as days of festivity and gladness when they were to exchange portions and make gifts to the poor.

Once having begun to observe them, the Jews undertook to continue these practices about which Mordecai had written these words to them, “Haman the Agagite, the persecutor of all the Jews, had plotted their destruction and had cast the pur, that is, the lot, for their overthrow and ruin. But when he went again to the king to ask him to order the hanging of Mordecai, the wicked scheme which he had devised against the Jews recoiled on his own head, and both he and his sons were hanged on the gallows.  That is why these days were called Purim, from the word pur.” Thus commemorated and celebrated from generation to generation, these days of Purim shall never be abrogated among the Jews, nor shall their memory die out among their race.

The Annals of the Kings of Media and Persia record:

	Administrator
	Mordecai the Jew was next in rank to King Ahasuerus. He was a man held in respect among the Jews, esteemed by thousands of his fellows, a man who sought the good of his people and cared for the welfare of his entire race.


Questions for discussion

1.
What is the structure or shape of the story? What are its main turning points? What are its key moments or key verses?

2.
What do you think are the main points of the story? (There’s no need to establish one main point, I think)

3.
The story describes the position of Jews under pressure in a pagan environment and under threat of holocaust. Precisely what encouragement does it bring them?

4.
The story is one of the most humorous and entertaining in the Bible. What do you think is the point of these features? What effect do they have on the content of the book’s message–its world or its view of life?

5.
God is never mentioned in Esther. What is the point or implication or effect of this aspect of the story?

6.
The story portrays both Jews and Gentiles acting for the most part from equally dubious motives of pride, greed, and cruelty. What do you think is the significance of this aspect of the story?

7.
The story depends on a series of coincidences through which what happens is the opposite to what people might have expected, planned, or feared, and thereby justice is done. Is life actually like that? What is the significance of the book’s portrayal of it in these terms?

8.
Ahasuerus and Vashti, Esther and Mordecai appear as royal or quasi-royal figures exercising royal or quasi-royal power. How does the story portray power being exercised? What does it see as the potential and the temptations of power?

9.
The theme of obedience/disobedience to authority is important in the stories of Vashti, Mordecai, and Esther. What do they suggest are the risks and obligations of civil obedience/disobedience?

10.“The rampant destruction of European Jewish communities in the recent past is similar to a threat described, but not fulfilled, in Esther. Haman’s spiritual descendants proved more successful in attaining their goal of genocide... One message of the Book of Esther, with its emphasis upon Jewish solidarity and human responsibility and action, remained unheard by Mordecai’s and Esther’s descendants” (S.B. Berg, The Book of Esther 183, 184). What do you make of this comment?

11.
What understandings and vision of womanhood appear in the story?
