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How Ezra Speaks to Today 
The biblical book of Ezra contains the Jewish legal, moral, and structural foundaƟons that were used to jusƟfy the 
deportaƟon of a porƟon of non-ciƟzens fully integrated into a community. In the text, a leader proposed separaƟng from 
foreigners to rebuild a broken naƟonal idenƟty. Followers seized upon his idea leading to the expulsion of some resident 
foreigners. What is there to glean from the text about our historical moment?  How do we respond when government, 
religious leaders and the culture embrace values that counter our own?    

 
Historical Background 
Ezra-Nehemiah (two separate Biblical books that were originally a singular ancient text) recounts the rebirth of the 
Jewish naƟon of Judah and its capital. The Babylonian Empire had defeated Judah, destroying its religious and cultural 
center – the Temple – in Jerusalem in 586 BCE. But the Persian Empire’s defeat of Babylon ended a seventy-year period 
of turmoil and humiliaƟon with a decree enabling exiled elites of Judah to return and rebuild the Temple in 516 BCE.   
 
The naƟonal project of rebuilding Jerusalem’s infrastructure was coupled with an imperaƟve to restore a sense of 
naƟonal idenƟty while sƟll under the control of a foreign empire. Ezra, a prominent scribe and priest, fixated on 
marriage with foreign women as the source of idenƟty problems. Followers embraced his diagnosis and created 
bureaucracies to idenƟfy foreign women married into the community. The process led some members of the high 
priest’s family to expel their wives. The Hebrew Bible leaves unsaid what happens with the rest of the idenƟfied foreign 
family members though a later Jewish text (included in some ChrisƟan Bibles) claims that a mass expulsion took place. 
We are leŌ to wrestle with the implicaƟons of these acƟons in the name of rebuilding a naƟon. 
 
In the larger context of Jewish tradiƟon, Torah has provisions for those not born into the Jewish community to live and 
work among the Israelites. There are also cases in which non-Israelite women marry into the community and they and 
their offspring are fully integrated into the community (i.e. Moses’ wife Zipporah and David’s great grandmother Ruth).  
SƟll, some texts show fear over pracƟces of resident foreigners corrupƟng naƟonal idenƟty. With these compeƟng 
impulses, Torah prohibits specific intermarriages but “nowhere in the Bible does God require the expulsion of foreign 
wives.”1 Ezra’s declaraƟon of the Israelite people as a zerah hakodesh (consecrated seed) has been interpreted by some 
scholars to be an immutable gene of ciƟzenship that excludes non-naƟves and their offspring from integraƟng into the 
naƟon. Other scholars offer that Ezra wants to separate from problemaƟc pracƟces, not endorse mass expulsion. The 
quesƟons raised in Ezra about boundaries, ciƟzenship, and whether outsiders can be integrated find echoes in our 
context today.   
 
 
 
 

 
1 Ezra: A New TranslaƟon with IntroducƟon and Commentary by Tamara Cohn Eskenazi, p.395 



  
 

 

 

Ezra’s DeclaraƟon and the Communal Response 
 

יף  ים נׇכְרִיּ֑וֹת לְהוֹסִ֖ יבוּ נָשִׁ֣ ם וַתֹּשִׁ֖ ם מְעַלְתֶּ֔ ם אַתֶּ֣ אמֶר אֲלֵהֶ֔ ֹ֣ א הַכֹּהֵן֙ וַיּ קׇם עֶזְרָ֤ ה לַ וַיָּ֨ ה תְּנ֥וּ תוֹדָ֛ ל׃ וְעַתָּ֗ ת יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ם  יהֹ עַל־אַשְׁמַ֥ י־אֲבֹתֵיכֶ֖ אֱ˄הֵֽ
ים הַנׇּכְרִיּֽוֹת׃ רֶץ וּמִן־הַנָּשִׁ֖ י הָאָ֔ דְלוּ֙ מֵעַמֵּ֣ ינוּ לַעֲשֽׂוֹת׃ וַעֲשׂ֣וּ רְצוֹנ֑וֹ וְהִבָּֽ ] עָלֵ֖ ֥˃ ן (כדבריך) [כִּדְבָרְ ל וַיּאֹמְר֖וּ ק֣וֹל גָּד֑וֹל כֵּ֛ ל־הַקָּהָ֛ עֲנ֧וּ כׇֽ ל    וַיַּֽ אֲבָ֞

יִם כִּֽ  א לִשְׁנַ֔ ֹ֣ א־לְי֤וֹם אֶחָד֙ וְל ֹֽ ה ל חַ לַעֲמ֣וֹד בַּח֑וּץ וְהַמְּלָאכָ֗ ין כֹּ֖ ים וְאֵ֥ ת גְּשָׁמִ֔ ם רָב֙ וְהָעֵ֣ ינוּ הָעָ֥ ה׃י־הִרְבִּ֥ ר הַזֶּֽ עַ בַּדָּבָ֥ ינוּ   לִפְשֹׁ֖ רֵ֠ עַמְדוּ־נָ֣א שָׂ֠ יַֽ
ௗל ל וְכֹ֣ כׇל־הַקָּהָ֞ יר וְשֹׁפְ  ׀לְֽ יר וָעִ֖ ם זִקְנֵי־עִ֥ ים וְעִמָּהֶ֛ ים מְזמָֻּנִ֔ ים נׇכְרִיּוֹת֙ יָבאֹ֙ לְעִתִּ֣ יב נָשִׁ֤ ינוּ הַהֹשִׁ֞ ר בֶּעָרֵ֗ יב חֲר֤וֹן אַף־אֱ˄אֲשֶׁ֣ ד לְהָשִׁ֞ יהָ עַ֠ ינוּ֙  קָ טֶ֑

ה׃ ר הַזֶּֽ ד לַדָּבָ֥ נּוּ עַ֖ י הַ  מִמֶּ֔ ם וְשַׁבְּתַ֥ את וּמְשֻׁלָּ֛ ֹ֑ ל וְיַחְזְיָ֥ה בֶן־תִּקְוָ֖ה עָמְד֣וּ עַל־ז ן בֶּן־עֲשָׂהאֵ֛ ˂ יוֹנָתָ֧ ם׃ אַ֣ י עֲזָרֻֽ לֵּוִ֖  
Then Ezra the priest rose up and said to them, “You have commiƩed sacrilege and seƩled foreign women, to add to 
Israel’s guilt. And now make a confession/give praise to YHWH, the God of your fathers, and do his will; and separate 
from the peoples of the land and from the foreign women.” And the whole congregaƟon responded and said in a loud 
voice: “Indeed, in accordance with your words we must do.  But the people are numerous and it is the season of rains, 
and there is no strength to stand outside; and the work is not for a day and not for two, for we greatly trespassed in this 
maƩer. Let our chiefs stand up for all the congregaƟon, and everyone in our towns who had seƩled foreign women will 
come at the appointed Ɵme, and with them the elders of each town and its judges unƟl the fierce anger of our God over 
this maƩer turns back from us.” But only Jonathan son of Asahel and Jahzeiah son of Tikvah stood up over this and 
Meshullam and Shabbethai the Levite helped them. (Ezra 10:10-15)    
 

What parallels do you see between the context of Ezra’s historical era and our own? Do we have obligaƟons to 
preserve a naƟonal culture from too much foreign influence? What crosses a line into xenophobia?  

 
Does the book of Ezra provide a nuanced vision for a people struggling to establish necessary boundaries or a 
roadmap for a hyper-naƟonalism? Both? Neither?  

 
What do you make of the community’s responses? How might we respond when claims of naƟonal interests or 
security are used to jusƟfy depriving members of the community of rights and previous status? 

 
 

Jewish TradiƟon’s Embrace of Ezra 

Rabbinic conversaƟons in Talmud reveal admiraƟon and reverence for Ezra.  InterpretaƟons differ slightly on whether he 
simply “reestablished forgoƩen law” (Sukkah 20b) or if he took liberƟes to expand upon edicts (Baba Kamma 82b) with 
his own addiƟons of what was needed in the moment. Either way – Ezra is consistently lauded as a heroic figure even as 
Jewish tradiƟon does not ulƟmately embrace all of Ezra’s policies.       

Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 21b: Rabbinic Approval of Ezra 
 תניא רבי יוסי אומר ראוי היה עזרא שתינתן תורה על ידו לישראל אילמלא (לא) קדמו משה 

Rabbi Yosei says: Ezra was suitable, given his greatness, for the Torah to be given by him to the Jewish people, had Moses 
not come first and received the Torah already. 

  
What do we do with the fact that Ezra as Torah teacher has been embraced by Jewish tradiƟon?  Do we 
contextualize? Caveat? Decry? Defend? Downplay? Disown? Raise as a cauƟonary tale? What is our moral 
responsibility in how we engage with a system of which we ourselves are part – whether religious or naƟonal?  

 

 



  
 

 

 

Contemporary Jewish Readings of Ezra  

 
Ezra’s Xenophobia: Rabbi Seth Goldstein 
According to the theology of early Judaism, the destrucƟon of the Temple and the Babylonian exile were seen as 
punishments for sin. While it may have been the Babylonians who destroyed the Temple in 586 BCE and exiled the 
people and the Persians who restored the community back to their ancestral home, these naƟons were seen as merely 
agents of the divine in meƟng out judgment for the transgressions of the Jews. And so what were the transgressions that 
led to the exile? While the Torah is replete with “thou shalt nots,” the primary sin of the Israelites according to the Book 
of Ezra was intermarriage. Upon returning to Jerusalem only to find that the pracƟce of intermarriage conƟnued, Ezra 
offered a prayer to God before addressing the people:  
 

ௗי ה כִּ֣ נוּ הַגְּדֹלָ֑ ים וּבְאַשְׁמָתֵ֖ ינוּ֙ הָרָעִ֔ ינוּ בְּמַעֲשֵׂ֨ א עָלֵ֔ חֲרֵי֙ כׇּל־הַבָּ֣ ה אֱ˄ ׀וְאַֽ את׃ קָ אַתָּ֣ ֹֽ ה כָּז נוּ פְּלֵיטָ֖ תָּה לָּ֛ נוּ וְנָתַ֥ עֲוֹנֵ֔ טָּה֙ מֵֽ כְתָּֽ לְמַ֙ הֲנָשׁוּב֙  ינוּ חָשַׂ֤
ין שְׁאֵ  ה לְאֵ֥ נוּ֙ עַד־כַּלֵּ֔ אֱנַף־בָּ֙ לֶּה הֲל֤וֹא תֶֽ י הַתֹּעֵב֖וֹת הָאֵ֑ ן בְּעַמֵּ֥ י˃ וּ֨לְהִתְחַתֵּ֔ ר מִצְוֹתֶ֔ ה׃ לְהָפֵ֣ ית וּפְלֵיטָֽ ֖ רִ  

And aŌer all that has come upon us through our evil deeds and our great guilt – for you, our God, had held back some of 
our iniquiƟes, and gave us survivors such as these – shall we return to [once again] thwart your commandments and to 
wed these people of abominaƟons? Will you not rage against us and bring complete destrucƟon, with no remnant and 
survivors?  (Ezra 9:13-14) 
 
And to Ezra, the issue isn’t intermarriage qua intermarriage. It is the fact that the Jews have married “foreigners” who 
will then bring their unwanted customs, pracƟces, influences and religion. Ezra points to the presence of outsiders who 
join the Jewish community as the cause for the community’s decline. In other words, he makes the immigrants the 
scapegoat for the community’s problems.  

We should be troubled by this text on two levels. One, it points to the ancient roots of the persistent tendency for 
naƟons to need to blame certain groups for their issues. And two, as is oŌen the case, those groups are immigrants. Ezra 
not only seeks a semblance of “naƟonal purity” by casƟng out immigrants, he is blaming those immigrants for all the 
troubles of the community, both past and possible future.  

Throughout our history, we Jews have been cast as the “foreigner” and the scapegoat for the problems of communiƟes 
and naƟons, a pracƟce that has led to repeated expulsions and mass murder. It should shock us to see this idea present 
in our own sacred texts. At the same Ɵme, we can read Ezra knowing that just as our theology is different than Ezra’s in 
that we do not tend to ascribe reward and punishment to an intervening God, so too is our aƫtude towards immigraƟon 
different than Ezra’s. Rather than a source of division and fear, it is the diversity and hope brought by immigrants that can 
make a country great. 

 

Ezra’s Challenge to Xenophobia: Rabbi Dr. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi  
(author of Ezra: A New TranslaƟon with IntroducƟon and Commentary, Anchor Yale Bible, 2023) 
There’s so much irony at work in the use of Ezra. Here, the author of the story is working hard to get away from the 
destrucƟon mandated by Deuteronomy 7 by replacing the demand for the exƟncƟon of foreign inhabitants in the land 
with a call for separaƟon from them (not expulsion or deportaƟon, neither of which were do-able given that they lived 
under Persian rule). The author is trying to offer guidelines for how minoriƟes can retain their religious, ethnic or cultural 
idenƟƟes while living in a pluralisƟc society. When communiƟes in power/with naƟonal authority especially when they 
are the majority, apply the same rules, they are doing something very different. The issue of boundaries conƟnues to 
remain important. And the treatment of minoriƟes remains a challenge. 
 



  
 

 

 

Weeping for Family SeparaƟon: Rabbi Felicia Sol 
ים נִקְבְּצוּ אֵלָיו מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל קָהָל רַב־מְאֹד אֲנָשִׁים וְנָשִׁים וִילָדִים כִּי־בָכוּ הָעָם קָ וּכְהִתְפַּלֵּל עֶזְרָא וּכְהִתְוַדֹּתוֹ בֹּכֶה וּמִתְנַפֵּל לִפְנֵי בֵּית הָאֱ˄

 הַרְבֵּה־בֶכֶה׃  
And as Ezra was praying and confessing, weeping and prostraƟng himself before the house of God, there gathered 
around him from Israel a very large congregaƟon: men, women and children, for the people wept with much weeping. 
(Ezra 10:1) 

Here we are in a moment in Ɵme. In Ezra’s desire to rebuild the idenƟty of his people, he sets new boundaries. In this 
scene the Chomat Anakh (Rabbi Hayim Yosef David Azulai, late 18th c.) describes the scene as a confessional one, for the 
great sins that the people have commiƩed in marrying foreign wives. Through their prayer and weeping, they hope that 
God will grant them the possibility to be forgiven and the chance to return from their sins. And thus the commitment is 
made: 

ינוּ וְכַתּוֹרָה יֵעָשֶׂה׃ קָ ינוּ לְהוֹצִיא כׇל־נָשִׁים וְהַנּוֹלָד מֵהֶם בַּעֲצַת אֲדֹנָי וְהַחֲרֵדִים בְּמִצְוַת אֱ˄קָ וְעַתָּה נִכְרׇת־בְּרִית לֵא˄  
And now, let us make a covenant with our God to send out all women and any who is born from them, with the counsel of 
the Lord and those trembling at the commandment of our God; and according to the torah it shall be done. (Ezra 10:3) 
 
One might imagine that the tears shed by the men, women and children might not only be tears of shame for 
intermarriage with foreign wives (something that happens in other areas of the Torah without causing any upheaval as 
noted above), but also the biƩer weeping of deep sadness and broken heartedness for the family separaƟon that is 
about to ensue –  “with the counsel of the Lord.”  Fathers are poised to expel their families. Women, sons and daughters 
who once understood themselves to be a part of the community all of a sudden become outsiders.  

Boundaries have consequences and law is oŌen profoundly impersonal. For all of Ezra’s desire to rebuild some form of 
communal purity, in doing so, there is a cost. The commentaries do not give voice to the ones that are expelled. Their 
weeping is not heard. No naƟon can live without boundaries or laws, but when those boundaries change, there are 
inevitable consequences. Will we be aƩuned to the weeping before families are separated and expelled from the only 
home they know and love? 

 

The Jewish and American RejecƟon of DenaturalizaƟon: Rabbi Josh Whinston  
Fourteenth Amendment, SecƟon 1:  All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdicƟon 
thereof, are ciƟzens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law 
which shall abridge the privileges or immuniƟes of ciƟzens of the United States… 

Torah is the foundaƟon of the Jewish people, guiding us in every generaƟon. Similarly, the ConsƟtuƟon serves as the 
cornerstone of American life. As Jewish Americans, we draw strength from both as we confront challenges—large and 
small. Scholar of Jewish studies ChrisƟne Hayes notes that the intent to send out foreign wives from Judah went beyond 
Torah’s prohibiƟons, targeƟng naƟons not restricted by biblical law. While our sages didn’t formally reject the expulsion 
decree in Ezra, their pracƟce firmly countered its rigidity. They embraced permeable boundaries, recognizing the 
transformaƟve potenƟal of conversion (naturalizaƟon?). This principle of fairness endures, shaping a Jewish community 
where belonging can be earned and is irrevocable.   

Today, in the face of an execuƟve order challenging birthright ciƟzenship, Jewish tradiƟon offers a compelling 
counterpoint. For over 2,000 years, we have upheld the value of semi-porous boundaries and the unshakable fairness of 
belonging that cannot be rescinded. So too, for 157 years, in response to the evils of slavery, America has stood by the 
right of ciƟzenship to all naƟve-born and naturalized people. Even as echoes of Ezra reverberate today, Jewish values call 
us to reject and fight this kind of extremist rhetoric and affirm the enduring wisdom of inclusion. 


