
Story Number 150

THE RETURN TO ZION

[On the death of Belshazzar and the fall of the Chaldaean Empire to the

Persians and Medes, Darius the Mede, an old man, was appointed king

over the former Chaldaean Empire. He lasted for a few months, at most

a year or two, and either died, was killed or was deposed. Cyrus, head of

the Persian Empire, then took over directly and called himself, among

other names, King of Babylon.]

Whenever the Chaldaeans conquered a country they took a large part

of the population as captives and brought them to Babylon, not only the

people of Jerusalem and nearby. When Cyrus came to the throne he

believed in more freedom, and let captives go home if they wished. He

also believed in freedom of religion, though himself a Zoroastrian.

In the first year of his reign he issued a proclamation, that all the Jews

who wished could return to Jerusalem and rebuild the city and the Temple.

He also authorised the size of the building. Those who did not wish to go

were encouraged to help those who went with various gifts and so on.

About twelve thousand people agreed to return, under the leadership of

a man named Sheshbazzar, who was appointed by Cyrus to be governor

of Judaea. On the express orders of Cyrus, one of his treasurers carefully

counted out and returned to Sheshbazzar to take back with him all the

items that Nebuchadnezzar had stolen from the Temple and placed in his

own temple of idols. The congregation returned home to Judaea and began

to settle down, where possible in the towns or villages that they or their

parents had lived in previously. Sheshbazzar laid the foundations of the

Temple, but they made very little progress in building.
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Some time later, Zerubbabel, a member of the royal family, together

with about thirty thousand more Jews, left Babylon and returned to

Jerusalem with the express intention of rebuilding the Temple. Cyrus

appointed Zerubbabel to succeed Sheshbazzar as governor. First they all

returned to their towns or villages, then in the month of Tishri the whole

population came to a grand assembly in Jerusalem. The first thing they did

was to build an altar and offer up the daily sacrifices. Then on the

fifteenth of the month, they celebrated the Festival of Succot and brought

the correct extra sacrifices each day as ordered in the Torah. Subsequently

they brought the correct offerings for each day, each Sabbath, each New

Moon and each Festival.

Half a year later they laid the foundations of the Temple, with a great

celebration. Building began under the supervision of the Levites.

However, things in life do not always run smoothly.

Long before the exile, the Assyrians had brought a lot of foreigners

into the country, they inhabited Samaria and became known as Samaritans.

When most of the Jews were exiled to Babylon and the rest fled to Egypt,

some of these people moved in to Judaea, and they were the inhabitants

that the Jews returning found. When the Samaritans heard that the Jews

were rebuilding the Temple they asked to be allowed to join in, since,

they claimed, they also worshipped God. They ‘forgot’ to mention the fact

that they also worshipped idols.

Zerubbabel and the Jews refused, saying that it was for them alone to

build the Temple to their own God, in accordance with Cyrus’s decree.

The Samaritans became bitter and did all they could to discourage and

hinder the building of the Temple all through the reign of Cyrus and of

his son, until ..... well, we will come to that later.

Meanwhile the work continued slowly, together with rebuilding the

city. Cyrus died and was succeeded by his son Cambyses.

[Cambyses is called Artaxerxes in the Bible, but he must not be

confused with a different Artaxerxes who came later, so to avoid
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confusion we will call him only Cambyses. 1]

Cyrus was basically a good man, but his son Cambyses was the reverse,

a very wicked man. (Historians tell us that he murdered his older brother

to become king, and then his sister who mourned for the dead brother.)

Now the Persian Empire was divided into regions, each ruled by a

Persian viceroy (or satrap), with two assistants, a secretary and a military

commander. Each region was divided into provinces with a local governor,

that of the province of Judaea being Zerubbabel. Judaea was in the region

called ‘Beyond the River’ which extended from the Euphrates to Egypt.

The Samaritans, enemies of the Jews, determined to make as much

trouble for the Jews as possible. Soon after Cambyses came to the throne

they composed a very nasty letter of accusation against the Jews, and they

persuaded the heads of the region to back them up and send the letter to

the emperor. In it they claimed that the Jews were a rebellious people,

they were illegally rebuilding Jerusalem, had finished the walls and once

they finished they would rebel against the king and refuse to pay taxes.

The king would have nothing left in the region, and so lose a large part

of his empire. As loyal subjects they did not want to see this happen to

the king, so they advised him to deal with the matter. The letter was sent.

Cambyses replied that he had checked and found that the Jews had a

history of rebelling, that they once had powerful kings who ruled over all

of ‘Beyond the River’, and that orders should be given to stop all work on

building the city until further notice from himself.

Those who received the letter rushed to Jerusalem and gave the order,

as a result of which all work on building the city, and above all on

building the Temple, was stopped and abandoned until .... the next story,

after Cambyses was dead.

1. As in Josephus.
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