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(Speaker - Court bow before addressing) 

Most Excellent, Companions all, 

While, I hope, we all enjoy our Royal Arch Freemasonry, I suspect many of us don’t give much 
thought as to how accurate – if at all - the story we enjoy so much is. Did it happen in the way we tell 
it (allowing for the slight variations between our differing rituals) and anyway, how would we know? 
Would it matter if our ritual was just an invention of our forebears to create a story which tells a 
good and complex moral message? 

 
Well, though perhaps ultimately it wouldn’t much matter to many of us if our well-loved story were 
all made up sometime during, say, the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, we can in fact 
be certain that the main protagonists, Zerubbabel, Haggai and Joshua, and the Scribes Ezra and 
Nehemiah really existed, as indeed did Cyrus King of Persia, whose proclamation is the foundation 
stone to the whole story.  Much of our ritual is based  on historical fact, and as you will hear in this 
short talk, the repercussions from Cyrus’ decisions continue in our world today. 

 
This talk also makes a claim that the Bible story which our forebears selected to form the basis of the 
Order of the Holy Royal Arch happens to be especially helpful in encouraging us to reflect upon 
those pre-eminent moral truths which are at the heart of masonry. 

 
So let’s explore what can be said about the proclamation that the Principal Sojourner quotes when, 
in the Ritual, he explains to the MEZ why he and his two colleagues have returned to their native 
land: 

 
‘Thus saith Cyrus, King of Persia. All the kingdoms of the earth hath the Lord God given me and he 
has charged me to build him an house in Jerusalem which is in Judah. Who is there among you of all 
his people? The Lord his God be with him and let him go up to Jerusalem.’ 

 
The opening lines of Cyrus' proclamation is extremely well documented in historical sources, one of 
the earliest being in the first Chapter of the Biblical book of Ezra. Later, the Jewish historian Josephus, 
who died about 100CE, also records the story; his sources are likely to have included Ezra amongst 
others. And an original text of the proclamation on a baked clay cylinder was found in the ruins of 
ancient Babylon's main temple in 1879. This, together with two separate short fragments found 
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elsewhere, which contain some of the same text and are thought to be from other copies, are held by 
the British Museum. Recent research, has identified other copies of the proclamation from China; this 
suggests that the text was distributed throughout the Persian Empire, which at the time extended far 
into central Asia. Being able to corroborate well attested ancient written sources with supporting 
archaeological evidence is a real bonus; the essence of our Royal Arch story is not an invention. 

 
First, who was King Cyrus? He was the founder of the Persian Empire, which during his twenty nine 
year reign (559 to 530BCE) quickly became the greatest empire of the period. Cyrus’ personal rise 
from obscurity to greatness, and his unusually humane treatment of those he conquered (including 
the original King Croesus, and all his gold) is told by the great Greek historian and story teller 
Herodotus, who lived about three generations later. Cyrus the Great (as he is known) was revered, 
both by the Persians and by their traditional enemies, the Greeks. A biography written about him 
nearly two hundred years later by Xenophon, another Greek historian, became so influential that it is 
thought that 2000 years later, during the Renaissance period, the great Florentine political theorist 
and humanist philosopher Niccolo Machiavelli used Cyrus as one of his sources for the ‘ideal ruler’ 
when he wrote ‘The Prince’, a best seller which, still five centuries later, continues to influence those 
studying philosophy and politics. If you haven’t read The Prince (and it isn’t a long book) paperback 
copies are available in good bookshops and libraries. 

 
Let me say a little more about the Cyrus Cylinder. On it, Cyrus claims to have achieved his successes 
with the aid of Marduk, the god of Babylon. He then describes measures of relief  he brought to the 
inhabitants of the city, and tells how he returned a number of images of gods, which his predecessor 
had collected in Babylon, to their proper temples throughout Mesopotamia and western Iran. At the 
same time, he arranged for the restoration of these temples, and organised the return to their 
homelands of a number of people who had been held in Babylonia by the Babylonian Kings. 
Although the Jews and Jerusalem are not mentioned on the cylinder, the story in Ezra of their return 
to Palestine starting from around 530 BCE following their deportation under Nebuchadnezzar II in 
the 580s, is a consequence of this policy. 

 
Interest in Cyrus, and then the discovery of the cylinder, led to the idea that in some ways the text 
on it might be considered, in modern day terms, as ‘the world's first human rights declaration’. This 
certainly no doubt suited the former Shah of Iran in his efforts to remind  the world how important 
Persia has been in world history. I am told also that a copy of the cylinder has for years been on 
display in the United Nations building in New York as a symbol of tolerance and respect for different 
peoples and different faiths. Not a building I suspect many of us have visited. 

 
But as so often in history, when one thinks one has come across something new, further research 
reveals that maybe it  isn’t that  simple. Although the British Museum   Press 
Department is happy to issue a Press Release  saying that the cylinder has sometimes been described 
as the 'first charter of human rights', when you look into the small print a little further on you read 
that, though the actual evidence on the cylinder in respect of how to deal with exiled peoples is 
unique, there are also good grounds for thinking that there was an established tradition in 
Mesopotamia from as early as the third millennium BCE that kings and new governments began their 
reigns with declarations of reforms and changes from the previous regime. Nothing new there! And, 
of course, it is unlikely that Cyrus was the first conqueror to think it wise to be magnanimous in 
victory by doing the ‘right thing’. 

 
Let me at this point remind you that Cyrus was Shah (Farsi for King) of Persia, and present day 
Iranians proudly see him as one of their greatest ancestors. In 2010-11, after rather tortuous 
negotiations, the British Museum lent their cylinder, found in Babylon, to the National Museum of 
Iran where it was seen by over one million people; so it is clearly still very important to the Iranian 
‘man in the street’. It is an interesting coincidence that another - and rather notable - group of 
people said to have been influenced by the words on Cyrus’ cylinder are the founding fathers of the 
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United States; they have been said to have ‘taken some of their ideas about freedom from him’3. 
After the cylinder came back from Iran, the British Museum lent it to the United States for 2012-13. 

 
One of the defining characteristics of the ancient Persians was their reputation that a true Persian 
would always tell ‘the truth’, without fear or favour. This rigorous and upright approach might 
perhaps have something to do with the emphasis the ancient Persian religion, Zoroastrianism (which 
still survives in a few places) gives to the duality between Light (which is good) and Dark (bad) which 
are believed to be always contesting with one another. 

 
Dualism, the idea that everything happens as an outcome of two equal but contesting external 
forces, is a rather different concept to the idea of a single indivisible and essentially benevolent God, 
as is believed by those of the Abrahamic faiths - Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  But many scholars 
think ancient Judaism was permanently influenced by the time   the Jewish people spent living in 
Babylon, then the capital of the greatest empire in the world, and that the ancient Persian ideas of 
light and darkness as symbols of good and evil influenced the Jewish exiles. So it is that ideas about 
the importance of ‘truth, ‘light’ and ‘dark’ can be traced through Judaism and other ancient religions 
into Christianity, and then into those later religions (like Islam) and sects, which are influenced by 
Christianity, and other traditions. It is clear our forebears, like ourselves, took this for granted too – 
do you recall to what the Brother carrying out the Third Degree ceremony points, when he and the 
Candidate stand in front of the pedestal after the raising? 

 
Many of the exiles from the fall of Jerusalem were comfortable in Babylon, and it is not surprising 
that following Cyrus’ decree, only a few, of which our Sojourners are representatives, chose to leave 
the delights of Babylon to return to their ancestral homes in  the poor and relatively out of the way 
ruin that was Jerusalem.  As we look at the Middle  East as we see it today, largely a consequence of 
decisions taken in the aftermath of the first World War, it is worth bearing in mind that the original 
diaspora, or dispersal to other lands, of the Jewish people happened in the ancient world more than 
2,500 years ago. 
 
But maybe we can speculate in a Machiavellian way. Perhaps Babylon was overcrowded and Cyrus 
just wanted to persuade some people to leave so he didn’t have to pay to feed and clothe large 
numbers of non-Persians and other ‘immigrants’.   And his public relations   gurus came up with a 
wheeze that has redounded to his credit ever since! It isn’t impossible; the more one discovers, the 
more one realises that those chaps who lived many years ago were just as savvy as any of our 
leaders nowadays are. 

 
We might also of course speculate that although the versions of the cylinder we have don’t mention 
Jerusalem, Cyrus may have issued slightly different versions of the cylinder to each of the peoples he 
was encouraging to leave Babylon; we just don’t happen to have found the one for the Jews. Not 
proven, but perfectly possible given the sophistication of the empire  and civil service machinery we 
know Cyrus had. 

 
Well, that is enough about Cyrus and Persia. If we still have time I ‘d like to say something about the 
Originals of those whose modern representatives we have today in the principal offices; The Grand 
Originals whose labours created the third or Grand and Royal Lodge. 

 
Now, the Scribe always thinks he is really the most important person here doesn’t he?  He  can write! 
So we make him do all the boring work, like the minutes and the Agenda, and ensuring that everyone 
knows what is going to happen today - and we give him mystical powers; he is meant to be able to 
predict accurately how many are coming and how many are dining! In the Royal Arch of course he 
represents the famous Scribe Ezra, who actually lived about the middle of the fifth century BCE, a 
couple of generations after King Cyrus. 
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In the Bible it is thought that the books of Ezra and Nehemiah were originally one. Later the Jews 
divided this scroll and called it First and Second Ezra. Modern Hebrew Bibles call the two books Ezra 
and Nehemiah, as do other modern Bible translations. A few parts of the Book of Ezra were written 
in Aramaic but the majority is in Hebrew. In the book Ezra traces his descent back to Aaron the High 
Priest (another name you will recognise) and says he was a scholar living in Babylon in the seventh 
year of the reign of Artaxerxes King of Persia (about 457BCE). 

 
The book then relates what had happened since Cyrus’ time. The original party of exiles had 
returned, led by (among others) Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel, Joshua and Nehemiah (but for reasons 
I’ll explain later, this can’t be our Nehemiah). Within a few months, Joshua, the Priest, son of 
Jehozadek, and Zerubbabel rebuilt the altar of the God of Israel and in due course began the 
rebuilding of the Temple. 

 
Does history repeat itself? Listen to this. Those who had settled in the area while the returnees were 
in Babylon resented the presence of the newcomers, and for at least the next eighty years or so 
there were legal challenges and low level uprisings and disorder between the returnees and those 
they were displacing. And the returnees had a very close relationship with the Great Power who had 
guaranteed their rights. Ezra records letters to and from the kings of Persia which reaffirmed the 
Jews’ legal right to rebuild the Temple.  Civil Servants and lawyers especially might be interested to 
read the exchanges of correspondence recorded by Ezra. 

 
At one stage Cyrus’ proclamation was lost in the royal archives and the then King, Darius, 
insisted a search was made. A copy was found; and Darius reissued the instruction that the 
rebuilding could go ahead. Isn’t it comforting that bureaucracy doesn’t change? Interesting too, that 
Cyrus’ successors stuck to the agreement. Why? Quite possibly it was Persian self- interest. The 
Persians needed security in the area especially as during much of the 5th century Egypt was in 
turmoil.  So using a group of non-Persians who had their own special reasons  to dig in despite all the 
problems, may well have suited them. 

 
So it was in the 450s, some eighty years after the proclamation, and long after Zerubbabel  and  
Joshua must have died, that king Artaxerxes sent Ezra with a further large body of exiles back to 
Jerusalem, where he discovered that that Jewish laws on marriage were not being kept. Jewish men 
had been marrying non-Jewish women. Ezra braved the opposition of some of his own countrymen 
to purify the community by enforcing the dissolution of such marriages. 

 
The book of Nehemiah tells how in the twentieth year of Artaxerxes’ reign (ie about 444 BCE) 
Artaxerxes permitted this Nehemiah, who had been his personal wine server, to  go to Jerusalem as 
governor and to organise the rebuilding the city walls.  We should probably regard him as ‘our’ 
Nehemiah. His book records how at this time the opposition to the returnees was such that they had 
to work with one hand and keep their swords ready in  the other. It took fifty two days, and when it 
was finished the opposition lost heart. (Some may see parallels with modern events here too.) 
Nehemiah then asked Ezra, who must therefore still have been around thirteen or fourteen years 
after his return, to read the Law of Moses to the assembled Israelites, and the people and priests 
entered into a covenant to keep the law and separate themselves from all other peoples. 

 
And that essentially (for much as been left out about the religious and cultural practices recorded in 
these books) is what is in the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah. 

 
What more do we know of the original three Principals? Zerubbabel is always associated  with the 
high priest who returned with him, Joshua (Jeshua) son of Jehozadek. There are speculations that in 
Hebrew the name may be a contraction of words meaning "the one sown of Babylon", thus referring 
to a child conceived and born in Babylon; or perhaps even, "the winnowed of Babylon", in the sense 
of being exiled in Babylon. If the name is not Hebrew but Assyrian-Babylonian, it may mean "Seed of 
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Babylon", the one conceived in Babylon. At the start of Ezra, King Cyrus entrusts the Jewish Temple 
vessels to Sheshbazzar, meaning "prince of Judah"; this apparently important figure then disappears 
from the story entirely, and Zerubbabel is abruptly introduced; both are called governors of Judah 
and both are credited with laying the foundation of the Temple. Speculations include suggesting the 
two are the same person; or that Sheshbazzar was in fact Shenazzar, Zerubabbel's uncle (mentioned 
in the book of Chronicles) ; or that Sheshbazzar began the work and Zerubbabel finished it.  I leave 
you to take your pick. 

 
The passages describing Zerubbabel do mention the prophesies of Haggai concerning Zerubbabel’s 
actions in the land of Judah, but we don’t know much more about him though one nice point is that 
apparently his name is derived from the Hebrew verbal root hag, which means "to make a 
pilgrimage." Cynics might therefore speculate that Haggai himself never existed as such but that the 
name was made up to fit the supposed actions of a companion of Zerubbabel. 

 
So let’s review where this little exploration of the history of these times has taken us. Our 
forebears - we don’t know when but probably at some time in the late seventeenth or early 
eighteenth century – culled this story from the book of Ezra because it suited the ideas they were 
trying to explore in dramatic form. A search; former slaves becoming free; choice; perseverance 
including good hard physical work; finding truth despite the darkness all  around; light and 
understanding arising from their labours; recognition and acceptance by,  not just their peers but 
their superiors too. It is a metaphor perhaps for mankind’s continual search for meaning and for the 
Divine beyond our day to day existence. Or, if you prefer another explanation, a demonstration of 
brotherly love and relief and charity to some strangers who arrived to sojourn at Jerusalem, and a 
story about how we should not expect to understand immediately all that we encounter but that 
continued study and enquiry and being true to one’s traditions leads to recognition by one’s peers 
and the right, by a regular gradation, to a full participation of our secrets. 

 
Perhaps you may feel that, particularly in these early years of the twenty-first century, when the 
major fault lines in international politics seem to be in the Middle East, we have been touching 
rather closely on religion and politics which we have all agreed not to discuss in  this forum. A wise 
Landmark.  Let us bear this in mind  but also recognise that when we  can be certain of the facts, our 
commitment to moral truth bids us follow wherever this may lead;  and this can on occasion take us 
into difficult territory. 
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