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94) THE BOOK OF NEHEMIAH
http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?bk=Nehemiah&ch=

Problems common to the combined books Ezra-Nehemiah have been pointed out in the Introduction to the Book of Ezra. The achievements of the two men were complementary; each helped to make it possible for Judaism to maintain its identity during the difficult days of the Restoration. Ezra was the great religious reformer who succeeded in establishing the Torah as the constitution of the returned community. Nehemiah, governor of the province of Judah, was the man of action who rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem and introduced necessary administrative reforms.

The biblical sources for Nehemiah’s life and work are the autobiographical portions scattered through the book. They are called the “Memoirs of Nehemiah,” and have been used more effectively by the editor than the “Memoirs of Ezra.” The substantial authenticity of Nehemiah’s memoirs is widely accepted. From these and other sources, the picture emerges of a man dedicated to the single purpose of the welfare of his people. While serving as cupbearer to the king at the Persian court in Susa, Nehemiah received permission from Artaxerxes I to fortify Jerusalem, and served as governor of Judah for two terms, the first lasting twelve years (445–432 B.C.), the second of unknown length (Neh 5:14; 13:6). Despite temperamental shortcomings, Nehemiah was a man of good practical sense combined with deep faith in God. He used his influence as governor of Judah to serve God and the fledgling Jewish community in Jerusalem.

The Book of Nehemiah is divided as follows:

I. The Deeds of Nehemiah (1:1–7:72)

II. Promulgation of the Law (8:1–10:40)

III. Dedication of the Wall; Other Reforms (11:1–13:31)

EZRA AND NEHEMIAH 
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THESE two books cover a fifty-year period after the Babylonian captivity. As we have seen, Cyrus, the king of Persia, in 538 B.C. issued an edict allowing the Jews to go back to Jerusalem. These two books are named after their main protagonists--Ezra, a priest, and Nehemiah, the king's governor. The two books really form one, and the old Hebrew Bible grouped them both under the title of "The Book of Ezra." The Vulgate established the division and Daniel Bomberg's Hebrew edition of 1517 went along with this. 

Although they are attributed to Ezra and Nehemiah, the final edition --that is, the edition we have, which is the canonical version--is of a later date. It may date from the time of Greek domination around the end of the fourth century B.C. The reason for saying this is that the list of high priests given in Nehemiah (12:11) ends with Joiada, who according to Flavius Josephus was contemporary with Darius II Codomannus (336-330). 

These books cover the main historical events subsequent to Cyrus' decree and Nehemiah's second mission, particularly the religious restoration in Israel after the exile. Cyrus had authorized the return to Jerusalem and the rebuilding of the Temple, which was in ruins after Nebuchadnezzar's invasion. Flavius Josephus recounts how the Jews showed Cyrus the text of the prophecy of Isaiah (44:28; 45:1) where Cyrus' name appeared and the king was so impressed that he immediately decreed the return of the exiles. In the last analysis the Jews owed their liberation to the special intervention of God, who guides all human events; but he certainly availed of the Persians' preference for "the gods of heaven" in fact, even official Persian documents identified Yahweh with the supreme God, the God of heaven, whom the Persian kings adored and regarded as their own. 

Although the Jews returned immediately after the king's decree and started to rebuild the Temple, the building works were soon stopped due to fierce opposition from the Samaritans. What particularly rankled the Samaritans was that they were not allowed to join in the building. The work was not re-started until 520, under Darius I, and it was completed four years later thanks to the intervention of Zerubbabel and the prophesying of Haggai and Zechariah (Ezra 6:14). However, although the Temple was finished, forty years passed without the walls of Jerusalem being rebuilt--again due to Samaritan opposition. 

Meanwhile, Ezra, a scribe skilled in the Law, who was in charge of Jewish affairs at the Persian court, was authorized in 458 to undertake a journey to Jerusalem. He arrived there in the same year in a Jewish caravan. King Artaxerxes had empowered him to reestablish the Law of Moses in the new community at Jerusalem; from then on the Mosaic Law is the King's Law. When they reached the river Ahava (which has not been positively identified) they decided to celebrate a feast to implore God's help and protection. On entering Jerusalem Ezra visited the Jews but in applying the Mosaic Law he had to adopt severe measures to deal with marriages of Jews with foreign women. The erring Jews repented and promised to repudiate their wives. Judges were appointed to apply Ezra's decree; the transgressors' names are listed in the book. 

Seven months after this arrival Ezra solemnly promulgated the Law to the people. They celebrated the feast of Tabernacles and a few days later did public penance and confessed their sins (8:1-9, 37). Finally Ezra established a covenant to which all the people subscribed (chap. 10). 

Some years after these events--in 445--Nehemiah, King Artaxerxes' governor, was aided by God to obtain royal permission to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and the city itself. This was done despite the Samaritans' opposition and the city was repopulated. 

The king appointed Nehemiah governor of Jerusalem. Nehemiah took his role very seriously; he administered the city very well and maintained a high level of religious observance. Some years later, Nehemiah, on a second mission to Jerusalem, tried to get the Levites to agree to an equitable distribution of tithes and to ensure that the Jews kept the sabbath properly; he also upbraided those who had foreign wives. Nehemiah ends with this invitation: "Remember me, O my God, for good" (13:31). 

When he comes to the end of his labors Nehemiah does not seek his own glory or any human reward; instead he lifts his gaze to heaven and entreats God to remember him and all he has done to promote the glory of God, in whom he places all his trust. 

Ezra and Nehemiah played a key part in the religious restoration of the Jewish people after the exile. The land in which they lived was no longer politically dependent; it was part of the Persian empire. The chosen people, the remnant, could no longer say that they owned their country: The only property which was absolutely their own is the Law of Yahweh, their God. Prayer had taught them that they were the "faithful remnant," called upon to bring about the religious restoration so vigorously fostered by the prophets. Haggai and Zechariah managed to overcome the sloth of some and the human respect of others and got them to take up the task again, but it was Ezra who most energetically reminded them of their Alliance with Yahweh and exhorted them to be totally faithful to it. 

Thus, the people gradually began to adopt a new, more religious lifestyle. Even daily life became imbued with greater optimism and hope, through meditation on the Law, which Ezra recommended. They came to realize better what God's election of them meant--holiness, an upright life, constant recourse to God; national sovereignty no longer seemed to be a priority. 

Certain institutions developed in this spiritual climate, institutions which may have originated during the exile. The more important of these were the synagogue, where the Law was read out and commented on and where the scribes typically studied; and the Sanhedrin, which originally had a religious function but which soon took over civil affairs, such as the administration of justice, for which it became exclusively responsible. 

Ezra and Nehemiah were the two men chosen by God to spearhead this religious restoration. Ezra, in his eagerness for holiness, infected those around him with his own optimism and brought the "remnant" of Israel to really commit itself to its religion. 

Nehemiah had the same kind of zeal, also directed towards getting the returned exiles to aim at religious and moral purity. He put his trust fully in God and yet showed understanding towards the weaknesses of people. He spared no effort to improve the economic position of the Jews, who were very poor indeed in the period immediately after their repatriation--as Sirach describes: "The memory of Nehemiah also is lasting; he raised for us the walls that had fallen and set up the gates and rebuilt our ruined homes" (49:13).
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