NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

‘Ezra speaks rather wonderfully to this
season of beginnings and restarts’

‘... Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and Jeshua son of Jozadak made a beginning ...’
Ezra 3

T

hings get going again in many
churches after a bit of a break over
the summer. Here at Westminster
College, we’re fully focussed on
the new term and academic year. As the
evenings begin to shorten, hinting that the
year has turned a corner, we are busy with
beginnings.
As we start again, we might have a
feeling we’ve been here before. How on
earth has a whole year gone? Or, maybe
we reach this point with a great sense of
accomplishment, of a host of things well
done and set up, ready to go.
I’ve been reading through the book
of Ezra in the Hebrew scriptures. I find
it speaks rather wonderfully into this
time of year – this season of beginnings
and restarts. Ezra, and its companion
Nehemiah, retells the story of the return of
the exiles after the disaster of 587BC, when
many had been carried off into Babylon.
Under Cyrus of Persia, who has defeated
the Babylonians, people are allowed to
return to rebuild Jerusalem and its temple
out of the rubble left when it fell and was
ransacked (Ezra 1:1-4).
A passage that catches my eye is Ezra
3:8-11a:
In the second year after their arrival at the
house of God at Jerusalem, in the second month,
Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and Jeshua son of
Jozadak made a beginning, together with the rest
of their people, the priests and the Levites and all
who had come to Jerusalem from the captivity.
They appointed the Levites, from 20 years old
and upward, to have the oversight of the work
on the house of the Lord … When the builders
laid the foundation of the temple of the Lord,
the priests in their vestments were stationed

‘God’s people set out to
refashion their identity’
to praise the Lord with trumpets … and they
sang responsively, praising and giving thanks
to the Lord: ‘For he is good, for his steadfast love
endures forever towards Israel.’
From this passage, we get a sense of
newness and, as its deep undercurrent, a
powerful continuity. The continuity comes
from the place of God amidst all that is
happening. The song they sing is a song
of God’s enduring love and faithfulness
– no mean feat of remembering given
the trauma of exile and the fact that the

singers stand amidst ruins of what
once was a proud capital of a powerful
nation. Ezra-Nehemiah rests upon God’s
dependability amidst chaos.
But the newness comes too. A new
temple begins to rise; rebuilding gets
underway as the returning exiles begin
to recast their nation and its identity.
The future is unknowable and the work
is demanding. The book gives a sense
of how the whole enterprise shimmers
with fragility as it hovers between
success and failure, faithfulness and
weakness. As stone is placed upon
stone, the people are setting out both
to recapture something that has gone
and to refashion their ideas about what
it means to be the people of God in this
new time. The old place is the scene of a
new creativity.
And I notice, as ever in the Bible, this
deep passion for names. It matters that
all of this is not simply the story of an
anonymous bunch of somebodies. It is
a story with real signatures attached,
the work of human hands belonging
to people named and known and thus
remembered. Of course, only some
names get written down, and we cannot
help wondering about all those who
never made it into the record whose work
and passion and faithfulness was every
bit as essential as was the role of Jeshua,
Ezra and co.
Aren’t there echoes of this in our
post-summer church activity? We meet a
new start but do so with the rich memory
of those who met the same season, years
behind us. We fashion the shape of the
life of our churches and know that we
are building upon foundations laid by
others, many of whose names we cherish
and remember. And, always, we work
as servants of the God who is good, and
whose steadfast love endures.
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Small group discussion questions
October 2016
Chapter & verse – Neil Thorogood (page 18)
Read Ezra 3, followed by Neil Thorogood’s article.

1. Neil Thorogood talks in the first two paragraphs of ‘Chapter & verse’ about the start of term.
Is there a time of year that gives you a sense of a fresh start? How does it make you feel?
2. Neil describes Ezra 3 as embodying ‘a sense of newness and ... continuity’. Are there other
themes of this chapter? If so, what are they?
3. Ezra 3:1-6 describes the worship rituals of the exiles. Why is this particularly significant?
4. What do you make of the community’s weeping and joyous shouts (as described in the
last two verses of the biblical text)? Might the community have felt mixed emotions when the
temple’s foundations were rebuilt? If so, why?
5. In paragraph five, Neil says that the exiles’ song of God’s steadfast love was ‘no mean feat of
remembering’, considering the context. What makes it hard to believe in God’s enduring love?
6. In paragraph six, Neil suggests that by rebuilding the temple’s foundations, ‘the people are
setting out both to recapture something ... and to refashion their ideas about what it means
to be the people of God’. What does it mean to be the people of God today?
7. In paragraph seven of ‘Chapter & verse’, Neil describes this passage as ‘a story with real
signatures attached’. What significance does naming have in this passage?
8. Neil talks in the same paragraph of those ‘who never made it into the record whose work
and passion and faithfulness was every bit as essential as was the role of Jeshua, Ezra etc’.
Who are the people whose work and passion and faithfulness have been essential in your
own life?
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For further reflection: For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under
heaven: ... a time to break down, and a time to build up; a time to weep, and a time to laugh.’
Ecclesiastes 3: 1, 3b-4a
Prayer: Prince of Peace, we are your people. Light our path. Show us your way. Through
complexity, diversity, dissent, make your will known – in our lives and in our Church. Like a
cool wind on a hot day, blow us out and about, life-giving, wise and faith-full. Amen
(A fuller version of this prayer is available online at
http://www.urc.org.uk/latest-news/2067-assembly-prayer.html)
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