
Story Number 156

EZRA

We remember how in Judaea, the southern part of Israel, people who

returned from Babylon under Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel managed

eventually to rebuild the Temple. The building was finished in the sixth

year of the Persian Emperor Darius and there was great celebration.

We are told nothing more about what happened in the country during

the next fifty-six years. Our story here begins fifty-six years later, and it

starts, not in Jerusalem, but in Babylon, one of the capitals of the Persian

Empire, where most of the Jews remained.

The Persian Emperor at that time was Artaxerxes, the son of Ahasuerus

(or Xerxes) of the time of Esther and the grandson of Darius, and we meet

him in the seventh year of his reign. For some silly reason he is called

Artaxerxes the First, but he was not really the first, because we have

already met one (the son of Cyrus) whose other name was Cambyses and

who stopped the building of the Temple, which was re-started only after

he died. This one was very friendly to the Jews and even sent presents to

the Temple, as we will see. He was nicknamed ‘Long-arm’ 1 because he

had one arm longer than the other.

Among the Jews living in Babylon was a man named Ezra, a priest

(kohen) who was known as ‘the Scribe’ because he used to write siferey

torah. 2 He was also a great scholar in Torah, and when he heard that in

1. Greek Mακρο-χ ιρ (Makro-Kheir), Latin Longimanus, meaning ‘long-arm’.

2. We have assumed this as the most probable meaning of ¼< I8¼} ¼± K(, but since the
Aramaic equivalent ¼$L< D8 K5 also has other meanings, which may have infiltrated
into the Hebrew used in Babylon, the meaning here is not quite certain.
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Jerusalem most people had forgotten the Torah he decided that he would

go there and teach them. Before he went he visited the Emperor,

Artaxerxes, who gave him a letter which contained the following:

‘Any of his people who wish to go to Jerusalem with Ezra are free

to join him, taking with them silver (money) and gold, presents from

the Emperor and his Advisors to the God of Israel (meaning the

Temple) in Jerusalem, together with any silver and gold donated by the

(Jewish) people for the Temple. This is to enable you to buy animals

with their meal-offerings and libations of wine for sacrifices in the

Temple. Use the rest as you think fit as your God wishes.

‘The treasurers there are to supply immediately whatever Ezra

wants, in money, wheat, oil and wine up to a cerain limit, and an

unlimited amount of salt. Whatever the God of Heaven commands is

to be done for the Temple.

‘All the priests, Levites and others connected with the Temple are

to be free of all taxes.

‘You Ezra are to appoint judges who know the laws of your God,

and teach those who do not. Whoever does not observe the laws of

your God and of the Emperor is to be brought to justice immediately

and punished with death, exile, fine or imprisonment.’

[The Persian Emperors always had a Council of Seven Advisers, and

we see that they too joined the Emperor in giving gifts.]

Ezra said a prayer of thanks to God for putting it into the mind of the

Emperor with his Advisers and officials to beautify the Temple. Then he

gathered a number of families who wanted to go with him to Jerusalem.

They found a place where they camped for three days, and fasted and

prayed to God for a safe journey, which was not so common in those

days. He explains in his memoirs:

‘I was too embarassed to ask the Emperor for an armed escort, as I had

told him that God looks after his followers’.
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The group consisted altogether of nearly two thousand people. Ezra

chose twelve priests and handed to them all the money and presents to

look after, and to give to the Temple priests on arrival in Jerusalem. They

left Babylon on the first of Nisan, and after a safe journey they arrived in

Jerusalem on the first of Av, in mid-summer, four months later.

On arriving at Jerusalem, Ezra had a nasty shock. He was told that the

local Jewish population had largely intermarried with all the surrounding

nations, in particular taking foreign girls for their wives and for their

sons’ wives. Worst of all, the leaders in this, who started it all, were the

officials and the governors’ deputies! Ezra had not expected this.

As soon as he heard this, Ezra tore his clothes, pulled out hair from his

head and beard, and sat in mourning, while God-fearing people sat round

him in silence. Finally he got up and said a very long prayer, telling God

how embarassed he was about this, and crying. A large crowd of men,

women and children gathered round, and many of them joined in crying.

A man named Shechaniah approached Ezra and told him that they were

guilty of treason against God, but it was not too late to do something

about it. They should now contract to God to get rid of all the foreign

wives and their children, and that Ezra should take the lead in dealing

with the matter. He assured him that he and all the God-fearing of the

people would back him up in full. Ezra made all the people swear to

support him, and meanwhile retired and refused to eat or drink anything

as he was in mourning.

It seems that it took a long time to organise things, since Ezra arrived

in mid-summer, but over four months later a summons was issued

throughout Judaea for everyone to assemble in Jerusalem. Anyone who

refused to come would be excommunicated, that is to say expelled from

the community, and have all his possessions condemned. The assembly

took place three days later on the twentieth of Kislev, in mid-winter and

pouring rain. The people all stood in the area trembling from the rain.
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Ezra told them that they had sinned terribly and must confess their sin

to God and separate themselves from the foreign women and their

children. The people all shouted that they would accept this, but it was

pointed out that this could not be done in one day, it was going to be a

long job, and they could not stand much longer in the rain. Instead they

should appoint officials to deal with this, and all those who had foreign

wives would come by appointment, with the judges and elders of their

towns, until the matter was finally sorted out.

Ezra accepted this, and on the first of Tevet (just a few days later) sat

with the elders to arrange matters. It took two months to deal with all the

men who had taken foreign women, there were about a hundred in all,

including descendants of Joshua the High Priest who helped Zerubbabel

to build the Temple! Finally, it was concluded on the first of Nisan.

–––––––––––––––

All the above is told only in Ezra’s memoirs, which suddenly stop

there. We are not told what happened with the Emperor’s presents to

improve the Temple, or how Ezra’s plan to teach Torah worked out. What

was the reaction of the parents of the foreign women who were thrown out

with their children? Did they cause trouble?

Nehemiah (in our next stories), who came fourteen years later, tells us

in his memoirs a bit more about Ezra, with whom he co-operated, but

otherwise the Bible tells us nothing more. There is a lot about him in

tradition, especially that he founded the Great Assembly, but we have no

record of that in the Bible.

It seems likely that Ezra never managed to finish his memoirs, or we

would have learned a lot more.
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