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Introduction
Ann Fritschel

Hi. My name is Ann Fritschel. And Gwen Sayler and I would like to invite you into the 2008-2009 Bible study of the Women of the ELCA. The title of this Bible study is “The Hidden Hand of God: Wisdom Stories from Ruth, Daniel 1-6, and Esther.” 

Wisdom literature is a special type of literature in the Bible. It's based on looking at the world around us—the human experience and nature—to discern more about God, and God in action in our world. It came out of the family and taught practical wisdom as well. 

Three wisdom themes that we will explore in our study are the themes of hesed, heroic action, and the hidden hand of God. Hesed is a Hebrew word that means loving-kindness, loyalty, or steadfast love that goes to unexpected depths to help the other. Heroic action is one path that wise people will take to do either the mundane or extraordinary acts to help others. Because we're looking at God in nature in the world, it is not always clear how God can be found. God is often very hidden in wisdom literature, and so we will look for the hidden hand of God in work in the lives of ordinary people. 

I appreciate wisdom literature because this is how often I see God at work in my life; not through miracles and grand pronouncements—“Thus says the Lord”—but in small, hidden ways. As we explore these wisdom themes, we'll see how they develop. 


In the book of Ruth, Ruth expresses hesed—loving-kindness—by following her mother-in-law Naomi, back to Bethlehem. She also expresses hesed by marrying Boaz rather than some other person. She takes heroic actions; indeed, it's Ruth who proposes marriage to Boaz. And Boaz also acts heroically by challenging biblical laws that prohibit intermarriage with Moabites. And we see out of this the hidden hand of God at work through Ruth's and Boaz's actions to ensure a family line and the continuity of a special family that leads to King David, and ultimately Jesus. 


In Daniel, we see that the question of hesed is to whom do you give ultimate loyalty, to God or to the empire and the government? Sometimes being loyal to God will call for heroic actions. Perhaps it means just being faithful and keeping food laws or worshiping God, but sometimes it means persevering in a fiery furnace or a lion's den. But God protects in a hidden way the men in the fiery furnace and Daniel in the lion's den. God does not prevent these troubles from happening, but accompanies these saints as they go through these issues. 

In Esther, Esther's hesed comes in earning favor by people who meet her at court. She also identifies her loyalty with her people. This will lead her to put her own life in jeopardy in order to save her people—a true act of heroism. We'll discover in Esther there are all sorts of coincidences. Is it a coincidence that Esther is the one chosen to be queen? That she's the one who is queen at a time when the people are threatened with their existence? Is it coincidence or is it the hidden hand of God? 

We invite you into this study to think about how God is calling us to loyalty that goes to unexpected depths in our own lives, how God may be calling us to heroic actions as we live out our discipleship and faith, and where we might see the hidden hand of God in our lives and how we are called to live when God's presence is hidden from us. We welcome you to this study.

Session 1
Ruth: The Journey Begins

Gwen Sayler
Hi. I'm Gwen Sayler, from Wartburg Theological Seminary in Dubuque, Iowa—the other half of the Ann-and-Gwen team. I too welcome you to this year's Bible study in Lutheran Woman Today. We are delighted to be with you and to have this chance to share and to discuss with you. My task is to talk briefly through the three sessions we will be spending first on Ruth, and then on Daniel. 

As Ann explained, in Ruth we see how Ruth's hesed toward her mother-in-law leads her to heroic action, as a result of which the hidden hand of God is revealed in the birth of the child. In Session 1 we will begin by introducing the characters and the main issues around which the story plot will revolve. We will see how Ruth, as a Moabite, a member of an ethnic group despised by the Israelites, nonetheless declares her loyalty, her hesed—her loyalty beyond what can be expected—to her widowed mother-in-law, as Ruth announces she will accompany Naomi back to her homeland—back to Bethlehem, the city of bread, from which Naomi and her husband and sons, now deceased, had had to leave due to famine. 
Session 2
Ruth: The Plan for Security

Gwen Sayler
Session 2 picks up the story after Naomi and Ruth have returned to Naomi's homeland; as a widow without husband and sons she is more or less destitute, and so Ruth is sent out to the fields to glean after the harvesters. There she encounters a man who is a distant kin of Naomi—a prominent man named Boaz. 

In ancient times one of their laws that seems pretty strange to most of us was the law of levirate marriage, which says that if a man dies childless, it's his widow's moral obligation to have sex with the male relative nearest him, to have a son who will bear the dead man's name and carry on his lineage as well as his property ownership in perpetuity. Naomi is too old to do this. Ruth, however, is not, and so, in a scene set on a threshing floor full of kind of romantic overtones, Ruth one night proposes to Boaz, saying to him, “You are the nearest of kin. Marry me. And the child I will bear then will be security,” both for Naomi, for her dead husband and sons, and for Ruth herself. 


In expressing her hesed toward Naomi in this way, Ruth is taking a huge, heroic risk, because Boaz can say no. He could cast her out of the community. He could do most anything he wanted to her. Boaz responds by affirming Ruth, by commending her for her hesed, her incredible loyalty toward her mother-in-law, Naomi. And he says he is, indeed, willing to fulfill his responsibility, but first there is a kin who is even closer-blooded to Naomi than Ruth and they will have to see how the kin will respond. That ends Session 2. 

Session 3
Ruth: A Place in Community

Gwen Sayler
In Session 3 we begin with the men of the city gathered at the gate with Boaz, who asks the nearer kin if he wants to claim his rights. The nearer kin says “Oh, sure,” as long as he thinks it's just property. But then when he realizes Ruth goes with it, and he would have to bear a son who would bear the dead man's name and get the dead man's property, he doesn't want anything to do with it, so he says “No, forget it.” At this point Boaz, exercising his hesed to Ruth, says to the community “I am going to marry Ruth the Moabite, to raise up a son for Naomi.” 

This is an amazing moment because Moabites are hated by Israelites, and here Boaz is challenging the very biblical passages that say this cannot be. The community, in response, affirms what Boaz is doing, and wishes upon Ruth the blessings of the great matriarchs Leah and Rachel, as well as Tamar, who bore a son to the great patriarch Judah. The child is born, the child is given to Naomi. The story ends happily with Ruth and Naomi both receiving security and a future because of Ruth's hesed, exercised through this heroic action, as God's hand is then revealed in the birth of the son. 

There ends our first three sessions. We will have opportunity in these three sessions to ponder, as we work through them, implications of each session for us.
Session 4

Daniel: Keeping the Faith

Gwen Sayler
Our second segment, again three sessions, concerns the book of Daniel. In the case of Daniel, instead of it being a foreigner coming into the Jewish community, we're confronted with four young Jewish men who are taken to Babylon, to the foreign nation of Babylon, which today would be roughly modern-day Iraq, where they are placed in positions in the Babylonian court, and where attempts are made to assimilate them into Babylonian culture. For them, hesed gets articulated in terms of to whom is ultimate loyalty owed? Is it to God, or is it to the Babylonian king, who, of course, has tons of power over them?


In Session 4, we will work our way through Daniel 1 and 2, seeing how the young men rise in the court, how they exercise their hesed by refusing to violate the kosher food laws, and by refusing to worship the king, and how their hesed is rewarded by God as they survive and they thrive, and Daniel is given the ability to interpret the dreams of King Nebuchadnezzar. 

Session 5
Daniel: Trial by Fire

Gwen Sayler
In Session 5, we will move from Daniel 1 and 2 to Daniel 3 and 4. The well-known story of the three men in the fiery furnace, with the less well-known story of King Nebuchadnezzar and his little period of great physical and perhaps mental illness, where he is momentarily exiled from his own capital. 

The story of the three men in the fiery furnace is a story of three loyal administrators to the kingdom, all Jewish: Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, whose colleagues are jealous of them, who are confronted with the reality of King Nebuchadnezzar building a statue to honor himself, requiring that everyone bow down to it. They refuse to bow down to it because they will not give the king allegiance that's due only to God. In response, Nebuchadnezzar orders that they be thrown into this fiery furnace. And they say to the king, “King, if our God is able to deliver us, so be it. But even if not, we would rather die than obey the king.” Their hesed to God is so incredible that they are willing to take this heroic risk without any promise of reward. 

As we probably mostly know, they are thrown into the fiery furnace. And the next day, when King Nebuchadnezzar goes to see if they're dead yet, what he sees is a mysterious figure—an angel—accompanying them in the fire. God's hidden hand is revealed, not pulling them out of the fire but walking with them in the fire, as God walks with us through the fires of our trials and tribulations, and as God uses us as instruments of God's hidden hand to walk with others. 
Session 6
Daniel: Thrown to the Lions

Gwen Sayler
In Session 6, we're going to be looking at Daniel 5 and 6, in which we're going to use the contrasting comparisons of King Belshazzar, Nebuchadnezzar's son, in Chapter 5, with that of Daniel in Chapter 6. As Chapter 5 begins, Nebuchadnezzar has died and his son Belshazzar has taken his place. Now, Belshazzar is kind of a sad, pathetic character. He's lived in the shadow of this great man Nebuchadnezzar all his life, and so we see him just sort of chasing after most anything, just trying to prove that he's as big a man as his dad was. 

The story begins as he throws this drunken feast for all his friends and colleagues, and he goes so far as to take the vessels which had been in the Temple in Jerusalem before the exiles had been deported to Babylon, and he uses these sacred vessels as common drinking cups for his orgy. As he and his friends are celebrating, all of a sudden there's this mysterious hand appears, and there's writing on the wall, and the writing has Mene, Mene, Tekel, and Parsin—strange words to pronounce and even stranger to read. And he's just frightened, and he loses control completely and he's just yelling “I don't know what's happening. I don't know what's happening. Someone help me.” Well, his dream interpreters can't help him, so they say, “Bring in this Jew, bring in Daniel.” 


Daniel comes in. He interprets what has happened for King Belshazzar, which is basically that his time is up. His kingdom is divided and he will die. He dies that night. In this instance, we've seen a man, I think, characterized as a rootless man who has no sense of who he is, who's running to and fro just trying to prove that he is someone. And in doing so, he has oppressed many thousands of people. For that, God's hidden hand is revealed in this story, holding the oppressor accountable. 

Daniel, in contrast, is characterized, as always, by his hesed—his loyalty to God and his convictions that above all, he is a part of God's people. We see this magnified in Chapter 6, which would be Session 6, where Daniel has risen in the court. Now Belshazzar is dead. There's a new king, a Persian King Darius, who is a good man, but pretty gullible. Daniel's comrades are very, very jealous because he's this Jew and he's risen real high in the administration of the Persian court, and so they say, “We got to get him. And the only way we can get this guy is if we go after his belief in his God, because that is the one thing he will not compromise on. 

And so they get the king to make a law that says for 30 days people throughout the empire can only worship the king. If anybody worships anyone else, they're going to be thrown into a pit of lions. Daniel, whose hesed to God is his number one priority in life, refuses to change his pattern of how he worships his God. So centered is he in his identity as one of God's covenant community, Daniel takes the heroic risk of continuing to kneel before his open window, as he is wont to do, to pray daily to the God of the Jews. 

Well, his jealous colleagues have been waiting for this moment, so they seize upon it. They turn Daniel in to the king and say, “Hey, he's violated your law. He's got to go into the pit of lions.” Well, the King, Darius, again, he's a good man, he's just kind of gullible, he feels terrible. He feels just terrible. But the colleagues say, “Your law is permanent, can't be revoked.” So into the den of lions Daniel goes. 

And Darius the king spends the night awake, worried, hoping for a miracle. He comes back in the morning, looks in the pit, and, lo and behold, Daniel is still there, and a messenger from God has come and sealed the mouths of all the lions so that they've not been able to eat Daniel at all, even though they were very, very hungry before he was thrown in. Darius is astounded. He lifts Daniel out of the pit, exalts him even further, and praises the God of the Jews. 

So, as we saw earlier in Daniel, God's hidden hand is revealed here, accompanying Daniel in his trial. Not lifting him out of it, but walking with him in it, and in that keeping Daniel safe, keeping him alive. 

So in all three stories from Daniel, we see hesed exercised here by Jews in foreign courts, hesed toward God, remaining loyal to God, not making compromises with the culture if they interfere with one's faith in God. We see in each session our heroes willing to take heroic risks, be it the mundane or refusing to eat non-kosher food or being the more dramatic of saying, “Throw me in the furnace. If God can deliver me, okay. If not, I'm still going to die because my faithfulness to God is most important to me”—or, in the case of Daniel, who's so centered in his identity, that even under fire, he does not compromise how he prays to his God. And in all three we see the hidden hand of God revealed in the mundane through the elevation of Daniel and his colleagues, in the accompaniment in the fire, and then in the accompaniment in the lions' den. A great source of hope to us in our trials and our tribulations, and a lot of food for us to ponder as we think of how God holds the oppressors accountable for their injustices toward others. 
Session 7
Esther: Two Queens in Persia

Ann Fritschel

Our third wisdom story is from the book of Esther. In Session 7, we meet the major characters and set the plot in motion. We meet a king who is very powerful, and yet easily manipulated and quite foolish. We meet Queen Vashti, who seems to be a strong, powerful woman, who says no to a ridiculous demand by the king. We meet a beautiful young Jewish virgin, also an orphan, Esther, who is forced into the king's harem. We meet her uncle, Mordecai, a Jewish courtier, who has nursed and cared for her most of her life. And we meet a dire enemy of Mordecai's—Haman, a member of the court of the king as well. 

Vashti says no to the king asking her to come in front of his courtiers, after they've all been drunk for seven days. She's deposed as queen. The king calls all the beautiful virgins forth into his harem, where they undergo a year of beauty training. 

Esther, while she is there, receives the hesed and favor of the eunuchs who are in charge. She goes before the king and is chosen as queen. She uses her wisdom and skill to gain this favor and become in a position of power. Mordecai, her uncle, has warned her, “Do not tell anyone that you are a Jew.” 

Haman is a very proud man in truth, and it upsets him when Mordecai refuses to bow down to him. It's too petty for him to just punish Mordecai, so he comes before the king with a plot to kill all of the Jews. He warns the king that they are a dangerous people. They lurk everywhere in this kingdom, but they refuse to assimilate. And the king, without asking for anything further, says, “Here's an edict: Kill them all.” And so Haman has the power to kill and annihilate and destroy all the Jews. 

Session 8
Esther: For Such a Time as This

Ann Fritschel

In Session 8, Mordecai, Esther's cousin, learns of this edict that will mean the destruction of all the Jews, and he reaches out to Esther to plead before the king for the safety of her people. Esther seems reluctant to do this, because to go before the king uninvited might lead to one's death. But Mordecai ponders the question before her, “Perhaps it is for this reason that you were put into this position. Maybe it is for this time and for such a time as this that you have become queen.” 

Esther, out of hesed for her people, will take the heroic action of risking her life to appear uninvited before the king and to plead for her people. She asks that the Jews fast for her. She goes before the king, and the king reaches out his scepter and welcomes her into his presence. She takes a moment, and then invites him and Haman, the enemy, to a feast. 

Haman is thrilled to be invited to the queen's feast, and he just would have everything be perfect if only Mordecai could be killed right now. He builds a gallows on which he hopes to kill his enemy Mordecai. At the feast, Esther pauses and asks them to come to another feast, again. It's this delaying of her request that allows a great ironic reversal to take place. 

The king goes to bed and has insomnia. And he reads about what's been happening in his court and realizes that Mordecai has saved his life and never been rewarded. Haman, coming to ask that his enemy be hanged that very night, comes upon the king who asks, “What should I do to show favor and honor to one who has pleased me?” Haman, thinking, “It must be about me that the king is talking,” suggests all sorts of royal dignities, and is aghast when he discovers it is not he the king is thinking of, but his enemy Mordecai. In fact, he must parade Mordecai around to show all the royal honors given to him. This just aggravates Haman and continues his resolve to destroy all of the Jews. 

Session 9
Esther: Reversal of Fortune

Ann Fritschel

In Session 9 we see the results of all of this. At the second feast, Esther throws herself at the king, pleading for her people and their lives, and her life as well. When the kings asks, “Who is this that has led to your destruction?” She points to Haman and says, “It is he, Haman, my enemy, my foe.” Ultimately, ironically, Haman is killed on the very gallows that he has established for Mordecai, and Mordecai takes his place as the grand prime minister of the empire. 

But that is not enough. The edict is still out there that all the Jews will be destroyed. The king cannot go back on his word, and merely sends out another edict that the Jews may defend themselves. We hear that many people convert, seeing that the power has now come to the Jews. And at the day that has been assigned for the Jews' destruction, they rise up and defend themselves. Now, in this self-defense, over 75,000 people are killed. And that's a question that we will have to look at—what does all this violence mean? 

At the end of our story we see an unusual woman, a non-observant Jew, who's been called to take her hesed for her people, to use a heroic action of risking her own life for the sake of her people, and in doing that, saving her people. And again, all of the coincidences and the reversals—is it mere chance that the king was reading about Mordecai? Is it mere chance that Haman is hung on his own gallows? Or is this the hidden hand of God at work? 

We hope you've enjoyed this Bible study and that you've seen throughout these three wisdom stories how the themes of hesed, heroic action, and the hidden hand of God have worked, not only in these stories but what they mean for our lives today.


