
Story Number 161

REPENTANCE

The Wall was completed on the 25th of Elul, after 52 days, and then

they took a few days’ rest from work, though not from guard duty. Less

than a week later, on the first of the seventh month, Tishri, which today

we call ‘Rosh Hashanah’ (New Year), everyone assembled in Jerusalem

in a large open area opposite the Water Gate. 1 This was a momentous

occasion, one of the greatest in our history, reminiscent of the Great

Assembly at Sinai when the Ten Commandments were given.

The entire population was there, men and women, and they called on

Ezra to bring out the Torah and read out from it. In those days there was

no printing, books were scarce, and the Torah had been largely forgotten

except by a small section of the population which included Ezra and his

pupils and many of the Levites.

A wooden platform had been specially built, on which Ezra stood

raised above the people, so that his voice would carry over their heads.

Alongside him stood six men to the right and seven to the left, probably

his pupils, and some Levites. As Ezra read out something, thirteen men

and the Levites would explain it all to the people, so that they would not

just hear the words of the Torah but would also understand clearly what

was being read. Bear in mind that the main spoken language at the time

was not Hebrew but Aramaic, so that the explanations often started with

translation. Everyone remained standing during the reading, which lasted

till mid-day.

The people were shocked at what they heard, suddenly realising all the

1. This gave its name thousands of years later to an American building which
became world-famous through a political scandal.
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things that they had omitted to do that they should have done, and the

things they had done that they should not have done; in other words they

had sinned very heavily against God – God who had just helped them in

the mammoth task of rebuilding the Wall against all the attempts of their

enemies to defeat them. Many of them started to cry.

But Nehemiah, who was there all the time and had probably organised

it all, together with Ezra and the Levites, told them not to cry, the day

was a holy day to God, a festival or Yom Tov, a day of happiness and

rejoicing, not a day for mourning or weeping. They should go home and

celebrate, enjoy eating tasty food and drinking sweet drinks, send portions

to those who had nothing prepared (i.e. to the poor), and be very happy

because they had understood what they had heard.

We see here, incidentally, and later, how Nehemiah got on very well,

and co-operated fully, with Ezra, unlike with Eliashib the High Priest as

we will see later, and unlike half a century earlier, where there was a hint

of rivalry between Zerubbabel and Joshua.

The next day, which was not a Festival (originally one day only, unlike

today), the chiefs of the people again assembled to hear more Torah, and

learned that later in the month was the Festival of Succot (shelters), so

they built succot and went out and collected leaves for the roofs. Then

they had a great celebration of succot for seven days (15th to 21st of

Tishri) and a festival on the eighth day (22nd). Every day they read more

from the Torah. [Rather surprisingly there is no mention of the shofar on

the first day of the month, and even more surprising no mention of Yom

Kippur on the tenth of the month!]

Two days later, on the 24th of the month, they again assembled and

held a fast and a day of mourning and repentance for their sins. For a

quarter of the day the Torah was read, and for the next quarter they

confessed their sins and prayed to God. The Levites then read out a long
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summary of the history of the people, of God’s greatness and all the

wonderful things he did for Israel and how they repaid him with

disobedience and wickedness. (The first part of this we read in our daily

prayers to this day.) At the end they confess, and take the blame for all

their present troubles. It is their own fault that they are no longer an

independent people but subject to foreign rulers. Finally they produced a

document they had prepared.

This document was a new covenant with God: an undertaking in twelve

sections, to observe the Torah, and especially to be particular about the

Sabbath and about matters connected with the Temple and duties to the

Priests and Levites.

One point in particular is relevant to what happened later. Instead of

each person giving his tithes and similar dues to any Levite (or Priest as

the case might be) that he might choose, all these had to be brought to the

Temple where they could be distributed fairly among all. It seems that the

people had been lax in giving the Priests and Levites their tithes and other

dues, and the Priests and Levites had in turn been lax in their duties, often

failing to turn up at the Temple when they were supposed to be on duty.

Priests, Levites and leading members of the people all signed their

names to the document. We are told the names starting with Nehemiah

himself; however, significantly the name of Eliashib the High Priest, about

whom we will soon learn a lot more, is not included!

This was apparently the first time since Moses, or at least since Joshua

his successor, that anyone had made an effort to get the people as a

whole, and not merely the Priests and Levites, fully involved with the

Torah including all its details, and from then on the tradition has

continued to our own day.
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