The Megilloth (Festival Scrolls)

 
Among the Khetuvim are a handful of writings which have become traditionally associated with various of the holy days of the Jewish calendar. The term, megilot, means small scroll and had originally referred to Esther. Over time the term came to be used of all five of these scrolls.  As the scrolls began to be used for particular holy days, there was also a commentary developed along with them:

“Between the fifth and eighth centuries, a Rabbah developed for each of the five Megillot--the biblical books read on the holidays of Passover (Shir Hashirim/Song of Songs), Shavuot (Ruth), Tisha B'Av (Eicha/Lamentations), Sukkot (Kohelet/Ecclesiastes), and Purim (Esther).”

http://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Midrash/MidrashAggadah/TheRabbahs.htm
The first of the festival scrolls, Ecclesiastes/Qoheleth we have already considered. As we saw, it has come to be used at the time of the feast of Tabernacles(Succoth), a remembrance of times of struggle and wandering in the wilderness, but also of harvest and thanksgiving.

Ruth


The scroll of Ruth has come to be associated with the feast of Shavout, what we know as Pentecost. The Jewish feast commemorates the Sinai covenant and the giving of the Torah. It has become tradition to spend the night before the holy day in study of the Torah, reading various sections, including the complete scroll of Ruth, which is not commonly read at other times. At dawn a prayer service is offered.


The dating of this work is uncertain – either during the Monarchy, if which, under Solomon, or during the early post-exilic years as a reaction against the isolationist policies of  Ezra and Nehemiah. The two theories are sometimes resolved by postulating an early oral tradition of the narrative to give a genealogical background to King David which was eventually embroidered to suit the later desire to demonstrate that God's love is available to all peoples. 


The narrative framework of Ruth is relatively simple – A couple and their sons move because of famine. The sons marry in the new land, but all three women are soon widowed. One young widow returns to her father's house, the remaining pair return to the mother-in-law's homeland. There they experience various hardships until Ruth is wed by a wealthy relative. The young alien bride has proven her honor and faith through the course of the narrative and is accepted into the Jewish community.


Several interesting elements are at play in this fictional narrative (yes, there is some suggestion of a kernel of historical veracity). Firstly, there is the significant meaning of each of the names:


the parents: Naomi and Elimelech = pleasant and 'my God is King'


the sons: Mahlon and Kilion = sickness and wasting


daughters-in-law: Orpah and Ruth = 'nape of neck, back' and 'friend, additional one'


Naomi renames herself Mara = bitter after the loss of her husband and sons and the departure of Orpah


Jewish city of  the family: Bethlehem = house of bread


Boaz = unkown, also the name of a pillar of Solomon's Temple,  often understood as 'in him is strength'


Obed, son of Ruth and Boaz = serving

 There are also significant cultural elements involved. At the time of Ezra/Nehemiah, Jewish men were forbidden alien wives, especially of Moab.  Moabites were considered the descendants of Lot as well as remembered as the people who refused Israel passage to the promised land during the Exodus. Moab, therefore, is a very symbolic location in the narrative.


Ruth gleaning in the field of Boaz reflects both her knowledge of the tradition and his righteousness in practicing it. The marriage of Boaz and Ruth upholds the practice of levirate marriage, which is also alluded to in the reference to Perez, the son of Judah and Tamar, in the blessing given them .

   These cultural elements, the literary devices of symoblic names and a well-organized structure of two chiastic acts, all demonstrate the literary talent of the unknown author. Taken as a whole, the book of Ruth is a beautiful ancestry narrative replete with greater meanings. It has given us one of the most poignant poems of fidelity in the Judeao-Christian tradition.

Esther 


The book of Esther is the source of the festival of Purim, an almost secular festival in remembrance of the nation's narrow escape from extermination in Persia. Indeed, the book of Esther makes no mention of God. Nonetheless it is seen as an example of how God works through individuals, sometimes even when they are not aware of it.  A later, Greek, addition to the book sought to correct this by interpolating explanations of the action of God through the story. These additions are not  incorporated in non-Catholic editions, though they may be added as an extra section, in many Catholic versions they are incorporated with a different set of section and verse identifiers (i.e. Alphabetical rather than numeric). The Greek additions are not part of the Hebrew canon.


The date of the book is somewhat uncertain. Some scholars date it to the Maccabean period, seeing it as a reflection on the rescue of Israel from the Seleucids. Others date it to the early post-exilic period or even the exile, as a legend which embellished actual events and served as the focus for a celebration of freedom. There seems to be evidence of a “Marduka”, who may be the type for Mordecai, as an officer under Xerxes I.


The main characters of the story are King Ahasuerus and his wife, Vashti, Mordecai and his niece, Esther, and the wicked Haman. The narrative development centers on the beautiful young Jewish girl, Esther. When the King becomes angered by his stubborn wife, Esther is brought into the harem (along with a number of other young women). She wins the kings heart and is elevated to Queen. (Not a political title, but rather equivalent to 'Chief Wife'.) Throughout this, Esther has not revealed her identity as a Jew.  Her uncle, who raised her, is an official in the court. He has made a personal enemy out of the powerful and arrogant Haman. Haman wants vengeance not just on Mordecai, but on his entire people. Esther is put in the position of the only person who can prevent the pogrom Haman wants.  She eventually succeeds and Mordecai declares a perpetual feast day in remembrance. 


Throughout the narrative there are a number of  complications introduced to the plot. The pace of the story is very deliberate, building suspense and developing situations in such a way as to make them believable. While most scholars agree that this is a fictional narrative, its core is historically possible. The significance of the story is its focus on the ability of the apparently naïve and helpless to have the (God-given)wisdom to outwit the clever plotters.


The feast of Purim is a great celebration, involving noisemakers and costumes. It is traditional to make a great hissing and booing every time the name of Haman is mentioned in the reading of the scroll, so as to 'blot out' his name. 


The significance of Esther lies in its bridging of wisdom tradition and historical narrative. Theologically, the scroll of Esther serves as a reminder of Divine providence.

Lamentations


The scroll of Lamentations has come, in Jewish tradition, to be associated with the solemnity of  Tisha B'av (9th of Av, usually in August) which commemorates the destruction of the First Temple in 587 BC and the  second Temple in 70 AD, as well as various other times of great hardship in the later history of Israel, many of which occurred on or near this date.  In Christian tradition it is associated with Tenabrae. 


The dating of Lamentations is placed with relative certainty to the early years after the destruction of Solomon's Temple, that is around 587 BC. While its authorship is unknown (one tradition had associated it with Jeremiah), its literary characteristics are highly developed and identifiable. The book consists of 5 separate laments, each but the last arranged as an acrostic or set of acrostics.  The five laments also follow a chiastic structure, a-b-c-b-a, with the third lament carrying the greatest details of destruction and weight of sorrow.  Some scholars also find a rhythmic pattern of 3-2, which can be argued to also be the the pattern of the five poems. In either case, the central poem bears the burden of the collection. 


  In Lamentations, the fate of Israel is seen as a judgment upon her for her sins as a nation.  She has herself become the enemy of God. Yet, there is a recurrent theme of hope, God will restore Israel after her chastisement is fulfilled, when her repentance is complete. This hope is the result of a reflection on the past, seeing the hand of God in the history of His people. 

Song of Songs


 The traditions of both Judaism and Christianity have struggled with this post-exilic book, interpreting the rather sensual poetry as an allegory for the love between God and Israel, God and His people generally, or Christ and the Church.  Within the Jewish tradition, this allegorical interpretation has led to its association with the feast of  Passover.


While it is possible to gloss the text sufficiently to draw such allegories, most modern commentary has determined that the songs are what they first appear to be – the expression of love and longing, both emotional and physical, between a man and a woman.  Even taking this direct approach allows a theological interpretation – the sanctity of sexuality within the bonds of marriage (within the text it appears that the couple is married, or at least betrothed). It can be read as an expression of the sharing of marital love in a dimension of the love of God. 

