
Some of you many not be very familiar with the book of Nehemiah and its 
context.  That said, I will provide just little background for you.  The 

Babylonians conquered the Jewish people in 587 B.C.  For the Jewish 
people, it was the worst event in history.  

 
In terms of devastation, take 9/11 and multiply it by one hundred.  It was 

catastrophic.  The Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem, razed the Temple to 
the ground, and exiled in three different waves the best and brightest 

people to Babylon. 
 

Fifty years later, the Medes and Persians came to power and conquered 
Babylon.  Persia introduced a new policy of allowing exiled peoples to 

return to their homeland.  The Jewish people were allowed to return and 
did so in three waves.  

 
The first wave of people began work on rebuilding the Temple.  Ezra, a 

priest and scribe, returned in this wave.  His job was to bring about 
spiritual renewal by reminding the Jewish people of their story.  This is 
who you are and what God has done for you.   

 
Nehemiah, for his part, returned in the third wave (445 B.C.).  Upon 

returning, he found Jerusalem’s walls in shambles.  In the ancient world, 
city walls were critical.  They were built to protect the city.  So Nehemiah 

encourages the people to rebuild the walls – to give the city protection 
and sense of identity again.     

 
In short, we are at a period in history that was focused on good 

leadership and rebuilding.  Ezra, the priest, was in charge of renewing the 
spiritual, moral, and intellectual life of the people, while Nehemiah was in 

charge of the political and economic order.  Both were absolutely critical if 
the Jewish people were going to regain their sense of identity and 

direction. 
 
Today, we hear about Ezra the priest reading the book of Moses from 

daybreak until midday.  This is a long Liturgy of the Word!  Essentially, he 
is giving them back their story by reminding them of all that God had 

done for them.  In this light, the people know who they are, i.e., God’s 
chosen people called to be a light to the nations.       

 
Today’s first reading is extremely fitting for us today!  As Catholics, we 

have a story.  Namely, God has created us, redeemed us, and cares for 
us.  We are made in His image and likeness, destined for communion with 

Him.   Every Sunday, we hear Him speak to us, reminding us that He 
loves us.  And even more, He feeds us with His Body and Blood.  As with 

Ezra, may we allow God to use us to remind our brothers and sisters who 
have fallen away from the faith of God’s story, which is their story.  


