L e s s o n 17:
Shivat Tziyon
1. Outline
a. A historical overview
b. Challenges faced by the returnees
c. The status of the exilic community
2. Introduction
The destruction of the First Temple and the exile of the elites to Babylonia were
of course a huge shock to our system, theologically, socially, and politically. It
seems that the people’s expectation, encouraged by the prophets, was that
this punishment would be a harsh but passing blow – that in the near future
God would relent and accept our repentance and restore our sovereignty and
our connection to Him through the Temple ritual (see, for example, Jeremiah
29). And indeed, so it happened – with the Persian conquest of Babylonia, a
new policy was instituted, and the emperor Cyrus allowed the restoration of
autonomy in Judah and the rebuilding of the Temple (but not, significantly, the
restoration of the monarchy!) just 50 years after the destruction. Therefore it is
remarkable that the response was not a mass return, but rather a trickle, with
many of the exiles choosing to stay in their new home. And thus was created
the model of Diaspora Jewish life coexisting with a Jewish state. Moreover, the
process of rebuilding and reorganizing the community in Israel was difficult
and frustrating, and didn’t look much like the promised redemption. The
period of Shivat Tziyon therefore offers suggestive parallels to our own modern
situation of Israel-Diaspora coexistence. This unit explores the somewhat
sketchy historical knowledge we have of the period, focusing on the apparent
dilemmas raised by the exiles’ ambivalent response to the possibility of
restoration.
3. Lesson goals
a. Knowledge of basic history of the period
b. Basic acquaintance with main biblical texts covering this period
c. Familiarity with key issues and dilemmas related to this period and their
relevance, if any, to our own experience
4. Expanded outline
a. A historical overview
i. It is important to mention that this period is kind of a “dark ages” in
Jewish history, as we lack information. Our main sources are the
Biblical books of Ezra, Nehemiah, Ezekiel, Zechariah, Haggai, and
Deutero-Isaiah (the second part of the book of Isaiah, generally
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ii.

assumed to have been written after 586 BCE; chapters 40-66). And
there is debate among scholars as to the timing of and relationship
among these texts. We will present here the simplest, “mainstream”
approach.
Time line:
Year BCE

Event

597
586

First wave of exiles, aristocrats, arrives in Babylonia
Destruction and exile. Settlements of Jews established
along the Chebar River (see Ezekiel 1:1).
Cyrus, king of Persia, conquers the weakened
Babylonian empire, proclaims himself king of
Babylonia, adopts a policy of religious decentralization
and “pluralism.” Issues edict allowing – and even
financing – a restoration of the Temple in Jerusalem
(see Ezra 1:2-3 and 6:3-5). However, it seems that the
rebuilding gets off to a very slow start
Cyrus’ son Cambyses dies; disorder breaks out and lasts
until Darius consolidates his rule in 519; the rebuilding
of the Temple begins to progress slowly.
The rebuilt Temple is dedicated.
Reign of Xerxes, generally identified as Ahasuerus
Ezra arrives in Judah from Babylonia, with a royal
commission to reconstitute an orderly Jewish autonomy;
fails to overcome local opposition to rebuilding the city
wall.
Nehemiah arrives from Babylonia, also with a royal
commission, and succeeds in rebuilding the city wall
and instituting social reforms.
Not much is known about the remainder of this
period…
Alexander the Great, of Macedonia, conquers this part
of the world, continues a policy of pluralism, but within
the orbit of the powerful influence of Hellenistic
culture.

538

522
515
483-465
458

445
Until 330
330

iii.

iv.

Some histories refer to a conflict between Zerubbabel, a governor of
Judah of royal descent, and a high priest named Joshua. However,
there is really no firm textual basis for this. They seem to function
harmoniously together in Ezra 3, for example.
In this context it is important to remember that Cyrus did not give
permission to re-establish sovereignty, with a Davidic king, but rather
only to re-establish the cult center, the Temple and priesthood. Thus,
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v.
vi.

what we have here is a separation of the national element of Jewish
autonomy – and identity – from the religious, a separation that was
not part of our world-view before the exile. Interesting to discuss in
terms of our modern concepts of separation of religion and state and
our debate over what should be Jewish about the Jewish state.
See the maps in http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/079.htm and
numbers 079a, 079b, 080, 083, 084, 085, 086, 086a
See Chapter 11 in H. Tadmor’s section in H. H. Ben Sasson’s A History
of the Jewish People, Cambridge, 1976, for a clear, conservative
account of what is known about this period.

b. Challenges faced by the returnees
i. Most people don’t return
1. Note in Ezra 1:4, Cyrus’ proclamation suggests that some
will go back, and some will stay behind and finance the
project!
2. In Jeremiah 29, the prophet tells the people to settle in in
Babylonia, pending God’s forgiving them and returning
them from exile. On the one hand, this justifies
unpacking, settling in in exile; on the other hand, it
implies a complete return and an end to exile in just 70
years. Yet, even after such a short time, the reality
described in Ezra – that most of the people decline the
offer to return – seems to be taken for granted.
3. Note that the Book of Esther describes life in a
community in exile, apparently occurring after Cyrus’
decree, suffering from what we might call “classical antiSemitism” - in which the option of aliyah is not
mentioned. Exile seems to be the only relevant reality.
4. The prophet Haggai’s main concern is with the flagging
of the returnees’ commitment to rebuilding the Temple;
he rebukes them for being more interested in their own
comfort than with the communal/national/cosmic
obligation of rebuilding the Temple and re-establishing
worship in it.

ii.

Resistance to the restoration by locals
1. Ezra 4-6 describes the conflict between the returnees and
local populations, especially the group later known as the
Samaritans – apparently descendants of the exiles from
the east settled by the Assyrians in Samaria in place of the
exiled ten tribes (see Ezra 4:9ff) – who were, it seems at
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odds with the descendants of Judah from this time on
into the Roman period. The matter is finally settled with
Darius finds in the archives the original decree by Cyrus,
and honors it.
2. When Nehemiah arrives from Babylonia, he is struck by
the sad state of the city and its defenses, and decides to
take action; again, the local Gentiles see this as
usurpation of sovereignty – a national, not just a religious
act, and object (Nehemiah 2:19-20, 3:33ff). The work
must be done with the hammer in one hand and the
sword in the other (Nehemiah 4:9-17).
3. And it turns out that this was not just Jews against
Gentiles, as it appears that there must have been parties
within the Jews who sided with the Gentile leaders and
opposed the work of reconstruction – for reasons of
religion? Economic interests? Political interests? See
Nehemiah 6:15-19.
iii.

Assimilation in Judah
1. One of the main concerns of Ezra and Nehemiah, as
leaders of the restored community in Israel, was
assimilation: intermarriage, and a general abandonment
or ignorance of Jewish law, posed a threat, in their eyes,
to the future of the whole enterprise. It is interesting that
the problem of assimilation arises in the land of Israel – in
the restored community – which is just, based on our
conceptions of aliyah, where you would expect it not to
be a problem. Does this tell us something about the
Jewish knowledge of the Babylonians? Or something
about understandings of Jewish identity at that time?
2. In any case, see Ezra 9, and 10, which describes a
remarkable mass repentance and divorce of foreign
wives. And Nehemiah struggled on several fronts to
restore obedience of Torah law: in 8 he describes a public
Torah reading that has tremendous emotional impact; 910 describe a public rededication and pledge of
allegiance; 12 describes the rededication festivities of the
city wall; 13 describes expulsion of Ammonites and
Moabites (1-3),; attacking corruption in the Temple (4-9),
enforcement of the tithes (10-13), enforcing the Shabbat
(15-22), removal of foreign wives (23-28).

iv.

Social inequality
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1. Nehemiah 5 presents a very interesting episode that also
may connect with our modern discussions of what should
be the social structure and economic regime in a Jewish
state. Nehemiah listens to the complaints of the poor
Jews against their rich brothers, and seems to organize a
rather threatening mass rally at which the wealthy Jews
are forced to forgive the debts owed to them.
2. And in the second half of the chapter, Nehemiah
emphasizes that during his twelve years a governor, even
though he was an appointee of the Persian king, he
refused to take a government salary, and lived at his own
expense. Another foreshadowing of modern discussions
regarding government support of religion vs.
independence and autonomy…
c. The community in exile
i. The biblical sources give us very little information about the lives of
the exiles in Babylonia. Esther seems to be a realistic depiction of life
in a middle eastern monarchy – with court intrigue and power
struggles, with the precariousness of the Jews, as strangers without a
power base. Nehemiah (chapter 1) describes his own situation as a
court official who seems not to have been involved in Jewish affairs
until a meeting with some visiting returnees of Judah jolt his
consciousness and he experiences some kind of awakening (shades
of Joseph, and Esther) – and then uses his high office to get royal
sponsorship for his mission to revitalize the settlement in Judah.
ii. A recurrent theme among the exilic prophets, Deutero-Isaiah and
Ezekiel, is the tendency of the people to despair, to assume that their
rejection by God is permanent. The theological danger here, of
course is that if there is no hope of forgiveness and restoration, then
why observe the law and why not turn to other religions? Therefore,
the message of redemption, and of the necessity of earning it, is
strongly emphasized: for example, Isaiah 44; Ezekiel 37…
iii. But on the early life of the Babylonian community, which later
became the center of Jewish life and culture for centuries, we have
almost no sources. There were other exilic communities as well at
this time, which left some documentary evidence: especially in
Elephantine in southern Egypt.
See, for example,
http://www.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/Shokel/990330_BackToEgypt.html
And this history of the Ethiopian Jewish community, whose
connection to early exilic communities is a fascinating question:
http://www.nacoej.org/history.htm
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For a good, concise summary of this historical period – and the Hellenistic period as
well – look here: http://www.biu.ac.il/JS/rennert/history_4.html
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