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Preface

I have been intrigued by Esther for quite some time. Growing up in the church, I rarely heard sermons on Esther, and those I heard typically painted the same picture of Esther saving the Jewish people. Still, I would come back to Esther. While in seminary, I learned for the first time about the other versions of the story I had never heard previously, which seemed like missing pieces to the story. I began to see the story of Esther as a puzzle with many pieces. Using different pieces in the puzzle, such as the text considered, genre, and questions presented, the picture may change. As a Black woman, I watch so many people struggling to survive—and in a society where Black lives are not valued, many are not surviving—and women are always in danger. I wondered if pieces of the Esther story could create a picture of survival beyond Jewish communal survival. I pondered who, if anyone, in Esther could speak to survival, and I questioned what pieces would be necessary to form a broader vision of survival.

Planting the seeds of my questions was a headline that gripped the nation: on August 9, 2014, Lezley McSpadden was at work when she received a call stating the police had shot her son. She rushed to the scene and saw a lifeless body on the ground; her fear became her reality as she realized the dead body was her son’s. She endured the trauma of losing a child, a loss compounded by her child’s death by state-sanctioned violence. McSpadden survived a horrendous experience and is a survivor of that trauma. Police shootings are a common source of trauma in the Black community, and there are many stories available to tell.1
 However, I became convinced that it was vital for her story, in particular, to come forward. Fortunately, McSpadden eventually wrote about the trauma of this incident and gave insight on how she survived in Tell the Truth & Shame the Devil: The Life, Legacy, and Love of My Son Michael Brown. McSpadden’s story forced me to look at Esther again. Her survival of loss and trauma brought to light for me the loss and trauma in Esther I had not previously considered. Recognizing there are a multiplicity of stories in Esther, I questioned if there were other stories of survival in Esther.

October 15, 2017, actress Alyssa Milano took to Twitter and tweeted, “If you’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted, write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet.” Within twenty-four hours, the post had more than twelve million shares and responses on various social media platforms.2
 Many mistakenly believed the #MeToo campaign was born at that moment, although it had begun ten years prior in the work of a Black woman, Tarana Burke.3
 As the movement quickly gained momentum, stories of abuse—in Hollywood, politics, schools, and US gymnastics programs—began to flood social media and news outlets, offered by women all over the world. Shortly after, #ChurchToo began to trend as women and men came forward with accounts of abuse endured in the church. In many of these cases, the women and men had not told their stories previously, and the stories were being concealed to the brink of erasure.4
 These survivors reminded me of Maya Angelou writing in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings about being sexually abused as a young girl.5
 I contemplated how they all survived traumatic experiences and what that survival entails.

After witnessing Lezley McSpadden and the women and men of the #MeToo movement begin to narrate their survival, I chose Esther for my research because it is an account of survival. The book tells how the Jewish people survived a plot of annihilation. Simultaneously, other characters also face traumatic experiences. What is their survival story? Esther can help identify those who endure various abuse scenarios and conceptualize a womanist model of surviving—and living beyond—trauma.6



As a self-identified womanist, I am committed to the survival and thriving of all people. In each of the instances above, I witnessed Black women endure communal and interpersonal trauma, struggle to survive, and fight for their voices to be heard. I think about how often victims of trauma do not have the opportunity to speak of their own experiences, especially when they are from marginalized communities. Stories of abuse and stories of trauma are intertwined and too often suppressed. When these survival stories are told, can anything be gleaned from them to help identify and communicate other incidents of surviving trauma? How can Black women’s survival narratives give insight into Esther? What trauma is present in the book besides that of Jewish communities? How can careful consideration of trauma expand views on Esther? I contend that these are necessary components for me to look at Esther anew.
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Introduction



Reading Esther Afresh

Esther’s story is that of a young Jewish girl named Hadassah, who is taken to the palace in the search for a new queen after the Persian King Ahasuerus banishes the first queen, Vashti. Hadassah is instructed to hide her Jewish identity and is then renamed Esther and crowned as queen. Esther’s uncle Mordecai compels her to help save her people from Haman’s annihilation plot. Throughout the book, the king hosts and attends numerous banquets. There is deception, revenge, kidnapping, sex, danger, and murder told through a series of twists and turns in between the king’s parties. The story celebrates the survival of the Jewish people achieved through Esther’s survival strategies. However, there are others in this narrative who face trauma and must strive to survive.

The text is found in three major versions, based on manuscripts that differ in vocabulary, length, ideology, and theology: the Masoretic Text (MT), the Septuagint (LXX), and the Alpha Text (AT).1
 The MT, the shortest of the three, was written in Hebrew and is believed to have been finalized around the fourth or third century BCE. In it, King Ahasuerus rules, there is no mention of God, and Esther and Mordecai seek to save the Jewish people from genocide. In the two Greek versions (LXX and AT), King Xerxes is the ruler, and through the addition of Esther’s prayers to God, she is depicted as more religious.2
 Ample scholarship exists for all three texts; however, most scholars have
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