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The Swiss theologian Karl Barth advised Christian preachers to 
“preach with the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other”. I’m 
a UU minister, but I’m going to follow his guidance today…. because 
after this past week, I have to admit that I could use a little guidance. 
Perhaps you’ve been feeling that way too. 

So. We’ll begin with the Bible. There’s a story that’s been on my 
mind these past few days. It’s from the Book of Esther, named for the 
woman hero of the story. It’s an interesting tale for a couple reasons. 
First, because it’s the only story in the Bible that doesn’t mention God. 
And more importantly, because it resonates so strongly with what’s 
going on in our country right now, what’s going on in many of our 
hearts, and some of the ways we can move forward to create change 

The story opens in Persia during the reign of a tyrannical king 
prone to anger management problems and lavish displays of wealth. He 
was incredibly oppressive and disrespectful toward women, even by the 
standards of his time. He divorced his first wife for refusing to appear 
before his court wearing nothing but her crown, and then helped himself 
to his pick of the young women in the palace, before choosing Esther, 
our hero, as his new Queen. He was also a terrible racist who oppressed 
the Jews living in his land. 

Now, even though some Jews had risen to positions of power in 
Persia, they were not truly welcome. Although their ancestors had been 
brought to Persia against their will generations before, the Jews living 
under the king’s rule were not considered “true Persians”. Letting people 
know you were Jewish could be dangerous. Even Esther, the queen, had 
to hide her true identity from her own husband, for she was a Jew. 

Esther’s worst fears, and the fears of her people, were soon 
realized. A nightmare descended upon Persia after all Jews in the land 



were blamed for the actions of one man—Mordecai—who was accused 
of breaking the law by failing to obey a palace official who had 
commanded him to bow. 

The Jewish community across the nation was thrown into 
confusion, scapegoated and under attack. All across the country, in every 
province, people were pouring into the streets, mourning and fasting and 
weeping and lamenting. 

Back in the palace, sheltered from all the unrest, Queen Esther saw 
that Mordecai was in severe distress. She wanted to help. First, she tried 
to clothe him, for he had dressed himself in sackcloth and ashes, but he 
would not be comforted. Then she worked hard to learn about what was 
happening and why. Why were the Jewish people mourning and crying 
out across the nation? 

Finally, Mordecai sent her a message, and the message was simple: 
“Do something!” 

Esther felt moved by his request, but she was also scared. She was 
a Jew, though her husband did not know. She was terrified of going and 
speaking to her husband. But she did not let fear stop her. “I will go to 
the king, though it is against the law,” she said. “And if I perish, I 
perish.” 

So Esther went, and approached the king. She was terrified about 
confronting him. But the king loved her, and was willing to hear her out. 
They had several conversations, a couple of them very hard, very scary. 
But she kept pushing, and one heartfelt conversation at a time, she 
convinced the king that her cause was just. The oppression of the Jewish 
people in Persia stopped, and with justice served, peace returned to the 
land. 

Without justice, there can be no peace. “No justice, no peace.” 
Protesters are chanting these words in our streets today. Like the Jews in 
the Book of Esther, oppressed people and their allies have risen up 



around the nation in rage, lament and fierce resolve. And like Esther, 
people of privilege—those of us sheltered somewhat by the privileged 
identities we possess—are feeling varying degrees of shock, horror, 
concern and confusion. Some people are baffled, even annoyed, by the 
strong, painful feelings this election has stirred up in so many people. 
Others want to reach out in compassion to try to make this better. 

We have, here in this Sanctuary, all of these people. We have 
people here with marginalized identities and we have people here with 
privileged identities. Some of us are both marginalized and privileged, 
because we each have many identities within us: gay men and straight 
women, cisgender people of color and white transgender people, able-
bodied pagans and Christians living with a disability. We contain 
multitudes. And right now, many people are grieving and afraid, for 
marginalized identities are under attack.  

The Southern Poverty Law Center has reported over 200 incidents 
of election-related harassment and intimidation across the country since 
the election. That’s more than the number of hate crimes committed in 
the days following 9/11. Most of it has been anti-black and anti-
immigrant attacks---over 100—but also anti-Muslim, anti-LGBT, anti-
woman, anti-Asian, and anti-disability, in that order. 

People are horrified, terrified, grieving. And they have a right to 
be. You have a right to be. Those who are having a hard time right now 
are not wrong to feel the way that they do. There are real reasons to fear 
for your friends, your loved ones, and yourselves in this climate of 
hatred. 

Now, I know there are a variety of levels of distress here, a variety 
of opinions about the outcome of this election, and a variety of concerns. 
Some are unhappy with the result of the election and, I know, a few are 
happy. Some are upset about the protests in the streets and others 
support them. Some are fearful for themselves and their loved ones and 



others aren’t. Some think the future of our country is in good hands, and 
others are very angry about what the future may bring. 

Where ever you are in all of that, I hope that you will look to the 
example of Esther. What did Esther do? 

First, she was responsive to the pain of the people around her. She 
did not dismiss the people crying out in the streets. She did not call them 
cry babies, or sore losers, or tell them to shut up in the name of unity. 
She opened her heart, her ears, and her mind to learn more about why 
they were hurting. She did not have to agree with them to do that. 
Neither do we. 

Second, she reached out in compassion and care to people having a 
hard time. Some people around the nation are wearing safety pins to let 
marginalized and oppressed people know that if they are not safe, they 
can come to that person for safety. This is one way for us, no matter our 
beliefs, to be an ally to people having a rough time.  

But if we do this, we need to think deeply about the commitments 
we are making by wearing that safety pin. It cannot just be a symbolic 
gesture signaling moral support. It has to mean doing what you can to 
make someone safe, not just emotionally, but also physically if need be. 
Each person should decide for themselves what that means. Will you 
give a persona ride home so they don’t have to walk alone? Will you 
interrupt verbal abuse if it happens in front of you? Will you step 
between someone and a person who is abusing them physically? Will 
you open your home? If you are not in a position to be able to offer the 
safety that a safety pin represents, there are still other ways you can help 
defend threatened rights, such as by making a donation to the ACLU. 

Esther’s third move was to listen to the voices of those most 
impacted by the issue, and respond to their calls to action. Despite her 
fear, she went to the king, knowing her position as Queen would protect 
her from his wrath. She didn’t stay out of the struggle because it felt 



safer to stay on the sidelines. She used the privilege she possessed and 
that others did not in order to take risks others couldn’t to further the 
cause. She didn’t leave marginalized and oppressed people to fend for 
themselves in the struggle against oppression. 

Finally, Esther had hard but important conversations with people 
who thought differently than her, people who were complicit in or even 
directly responsible for the oppression of others. She was afraid of 
having those conversations, especially with those closest to her, like her 
own husband. I think a lot of us can identify with that. Some of the 
scariest people to talk to when you know there might be profound 
disagreement are our loved ones. But those conversations have to 
happen if there is to be any change.  

The election may be over, but this is still our time and we have 
work to do. Let’s all try to be Esther. Let’s not turn away from the pain, 
but respond to others—and yes, ourselves—with compassion. Let’s 
listen to the voices of those most impacted. Let’s show up for justice. 
Let’s engage our loved ones in those hard conversations, and push 
relentlessly for an end to the hatred. Without justice, there is no peace. 
Let’s create justice. Let’s open the way to peace. 

 


