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BIBLICAL NOVELLAS: 95) The book of Tobit
(http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?src=_intros/novellas-intro.htm) 
The Bible conveys the Word of God in many literary forms: historical narrative, poetry, prophetic exhortation, wisdom sayings, and novellas (edifying stories). In the Constitution on Divine Revelation from Vatican II (Dei Verbum), the council fathers give instruction on how to approach this variety: “Attention must be paid to literary forms, for the fact is that truth is differently presented and expressed in the various types of historical writing, in prophetical and poetical texts, and in other forms of literary expression. Hence the interpreter must look for that meaning which the sacred writer intended to express and did in fact express through the medium of a contemporary literary form” (DV 12).

The Books of Tobit, Judith, and Esther are often grouped together. They are stories told to instruct the people concerning the ways of God, to encourage them in critical times, and to entertain. They are aids to the imagination. While they may contain kernels of historical fact, these stories are told primarily to illustrate truths that transcend history.

The author of the Book of Tobit, writing in the second century B.C., tells a story about the life of a devout family in seventh-century Assyria. He gives the people of his own time an example to follow as they struggle with the tensions of living a faithful Jewish life in the midst of a non-Jewish civilization. Tobit, suffering from the affliction of blindness, perseveres in good works and prayer, as do the other characters in the story. God sends an angel who, while hidden from them, leads them to health and happiness. The conclusion demonstrates that God does answer prayer and that perseverance in good works does not go unrewarded.

The author of the Book of Judith gives many clues that this story is beyond history. All the worst enemies of the people—the Assyrians of the eighth and seventh centuries, the sixth-century Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar—are rolled into one terror. The hero, Judith, is modeled on the heroes of the Book of Judges, yet her story is also reminiscent of a second-century hero, Judas Maccabeus (1–2 Maccabees). Even the conflation of time indications—the eighteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar (2:1; the year 587 B.C., when he destroyed Jerusalem and took the Jews into exile) with the return from exile and rededication of the Temple (4:3; the events of 538 and 515 respectively)—suggests God’s deliverance from the most terrible circumstances. The story may be set in a time long past, but it is meant to encourage the people of the late second century to trust in God when their way of life is threatened. God can use even the most unlikely means, such as a widow, a biblical figure of powerlessness and vulnerability, to deliver them from their enemies.

The Book of Esther includes several historical elements. The Persian king Xerxes (486–465 B.C.), the city of Susa, a court official named Marduka, are all known from other sources. But further investigation shows this is not meant to be a historical account. There is no record of Xerxes having any other queen than Amestris and no mention of such a massacre during his reign. The book has a different purpose: to suggest a historical basis to the festival of Purim, perhaps originally a Persian feast. Through the story of Esther, Purim becomes a celebration of God’s rescue of the people from persecution and certain death.

The message conveyed in these stories is not confined to one geographic place or historical period. It remains a valid expression of God’s care for faithful people in every time and place.



       

95) The book of Tobit
http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?bk=Tobit&ch= 

The Book of Tobit, named after its principal character, combines Jewish piety and morality with folklore in a fascinating story that has enjoyed wide popularity in both Jewish and Christian circles. Prayers, psalms, and words of wisdom, as well as the skillfully constructed story itself, provide valuable insights into the faith and the religious milieu of its unknown author. The book was probably written early in the second century B.C.; it is not known where.

Tobit, a devout and wealthy Israelite living among the captives deported to Nineveh from the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 722/721 B.C., suffers severe reverses and is finally blinded. Because of his misfortunes he begs the Lord to let him die. But recalling the large sum he had formerly deposited in far-off Media, he sends his son Tobiah there to bring back the money. In Media, at this same time, a young woman, Sarah, also prays for death, because she has lost seven husbands, each killed in turn on his wedding night by the demon Asmodeus. God hears the prayers of Tobit and Sarah and sends the angel Raphael in human form to aid them both.

Raphael makes the trip to Media with Tobiah. When Tobiah is attacked by a large fish as he bathes in the Tigris River, Raphael orders him to seize it and to remove its gall, heart, and liver because they are useful for medicine. Later, at Raphael’s urging, Tobiah marries Sarah, and uses the fish’s heart and liver to drive Asmodeus from the bridal chamber. Returning to Nineveh with his wife and his father’s money, Tobiah rubs the fish’s gall into his father’s eyes and cures him. Finally, Raphael reveals his true identity and returns to heaven. Tobit then utters his beautiful hymn of praise. Before dying, Tobit tells his son to leave Nineveh because God will destroy that wicked city. After Tobiah buries his father and mother, he and his family depart for Media, where he later learns that the destruction of Nineveh has taken place.

The inspired author of the book used the literary form of religious novel (as in Esther and Judith) for the purpose of instruction and edification. The seemingly historical data, names of kings, cities, etc., are used as vivid details not only to create interest and charm, but also to illustrate the negative side of the theory of retribution: the wicked are indeed punished.

Although the Book of Tobit is usually listed with the historical books, it more correctly stands midway between them and the wisdom literature. It contains numerous maxims like those found in the wisdom books (cf. 4:3–19, 21; 12:6–10; 14:7, 9) as well as standard wisdom themes: fidelity to the law, intercessory function of angels, piety toward parents, purity of marriage, reverence for the dead, and the value of almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. The book makes Tobit a relative of Ahiqar, a noted hero of ancient Near Eastern wisdom literature and folklore.

Written most likely in Aramaic, the original of the book was lost for centuries. Fragments of four Aramaic texts and of one Hebrew text were discovered in Qumran Cave 4 in 1952 and have only recently been published. These Semitic forms of the book are in substantial agreement with the long Greek recension of Tobit found in Codex Sinaiticus, which had been recovered from St. Catherine’s Monastery (Mount Sinai) only in 1844, and in mss. 319 and 910. Two other Greek forms of Tobit have long been known: the short recension, found mainly in the mss. Alexandrinus, Vaticanus, Venetus, and numerous cursive mss.; and an intermediate Greek recension, found in mss. 44, 106, 107. The Book of Tobit has also been known from two Latin versions: the long recension in the Vetus Latina, which is closely related to the long Greek recension and sometimes is even closer to the Aramaic and Hebrew texts than the Greek is; and the short recension in the Vulgate, related to the short Greek recension. The present English translation has been based mainly on Sinaiticus, which is the most complete form of the long Greek recension, despite two lacunae (4:7–19b and 13:6i–10b) and some missing phrases, which make succeeding verses difficult to understand and make it necessary to supplement Sinaiticus from the Vetus Latina or from the short Greek recension. Occasionally, phrases or words have been introduced from the Aramaic or Hebrew texts, when they are significantly different. Forms of the Book of Tobit are also extant in ancient Arabic, Armenian, Coptic (Sahidic), Ethiopic, and Syriac, but these are almost all secondarily derived from the short Greek recension.

The divisions of the Book of Tobit are:

I. Tobit’s Ordeals (1:3–3:6)

II. Sarah’s Plight (3:7–17)

III. Preparation for the Journey (4:1–6:1)

IV. Tobiah’s Journey to Media (6:2–18)

V. Marriage and Healing of Sarah (7:1–9:6)

VI. Tobiah’s Return Journey to Nineveh and the Healing of Tobit (10:1–11:18)

VII. Raphael Reveals His Identity (12:1–22)

VIII. Tobit’s Song of Praise (13:1–18)

IX. Epilogue (14:1–15)

Tobit
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THE book of Tobit together with Judith and Esther form a little group which Latin and Greek editions place among the historical books after Ezra and Nehemiah. It takes its name from its two main characters, father and son; the Septuagint, to distinguish them, calls the father Tobit and the son Tobias, the name being an abbreviation of the Hebrew title tobhiyyahu (= God is good). 

The book which we have derives from a lost Semitic original. Jerome used a Chaldean (Aramaic) text, which also is no longer extant, to produce the Latin translation included in the Vulgate. The Qumran discoveries include a few Hebrew and Aramaic fragments of this book, but our main source for the text is the Greek Septuagint of which we have four separate recensions, which are divided into two groups--the Vatican and Alexandrian manuscripts on the one hand, and the Sinaitic Codex and the Vetus latina on the other. 

Jews and Protestants regard the book of Tobit as apocryphal although they read it with respect and regard it as containing true history. The Catholic Church recognized it as an inspired book very early on, in the patristic period, placing it among the canonical books in the West from the 382 Roman synod forward, and in the East from the Council of Constantinople in 692. We do not have the name of the human author but he could well have been a Jew in the Diaspora and could have written it in Egypt, in Aramaic perhaps, in the third or fourth century B.C. The words of the angel at the end of his assignment (12:20)--"Write in a book everything that has happened"--or the fact that the first three chapters are written in the first person, are probably a literary device often found in narratives, used by someone writing in a later period, but still writing under divine inspiration. 

The story given in Tobit is an episode of family history. All the indications are that the sacred writer is reporting something that really happened: He gives the family tree of the main people involved and is very precise about details of geography and historical chronology; however, we cannot exclude the possibility of some passages being fictitious, the writer's purpose being one of spiritual and moral teaching rather than history proper. 

Tobit, a Jew of the tribe of Naphtali who had been deported to Nineveh, was a man of exceptional piety and charity. He soon gained the trust of King Shalmaneser but he later got into trouble because he buried some Jews executed by the king. Everything goes wrong for him: His property is confiscated, he loses his sight, his friends and even his wife taunt him. In a moment of severe tribulation he begs God to let him die because life holds no more for him. 

At around the same time, Raguel, a relative of his in Ecbatana, is saddened to see his daughter Sarah reproached by her maids because her seven husbands have each died on their wedding night, slain they think by the evil demon Asmodeus. Like Tobit, Sarah also prays to God to end her life. But God listens to both their prayers and comes to their rescue, to turn their sorrow into joy. 

He sends his angel Raphael, under the name of Azarias, to accompany and guide Tobit's son Tobias to the house of Raguel. This would be a stage on his journey because he was headed for Rages to collect money his father lent to a man called Gabriel. After being blessed by Tobit they start out; the angel saves Tobias from a dangerous fish and suggests that he marry Sarah. He also gives him the means to cure his father's blindness. Everything the angel predicts happens: Tobias marries Sarah, who is freed from demonic influence; the angel collects the money in Rages and returns with the young married couple to Nineveh, where Tobit miraculously recovers his sight. 

The story told in Tobit contains a whole series of teachings which are useful for the education of conscience and also encourage people to practice virtue, especially virtues to do with the works of mercy. Parents feel urged to educate their chil dren in the love of God and in the practice of prudence, generosity, etc. and themselves to imitate Tobit's patience when they encounter unforeseen difficulties in their family life, even to the point of their own relatives turning their backs on them. 

The book also shows that things which we normally regard as difficulties or misfortunes can become blessings if accepted and appreciated as coming from God's hands. God is the Father who never abandons us; he is in fact watching over us night and day because he desires only our good. 

Additionally, the book shows us that angels are the protectors of men. Raphael reveals this when he says: "I will not conceal anything from you. ... God sent me to heal you and your daughter-in-law Sarah. I am Raphael, one of the seven holy angels who present the prayers of the saints and enter into the presence of the glory of the Holy One. . . . Do not be afraid; you will be safe. But praise God for ever. For I did not come as a favor on my part, but by the will of our God. Therefore praise him forever. All these days I merely appeared to you and did not eat or drink, but you were seeing a vision. And now give thanks to God, for I am ascending to him who sent me" (Tob. 12:11-20). 

Tobit's conversation with his son contains important teaching on marriage (4:12ff), stressing the purity of mind and heart with which a couple should approach marriage. Marriage, we know, is a lifelong union of one man and one woman; they become one (Matt. 19:15, 1 Cor. 6:16). Jesus will raise the marriage contract to the status of a sacrament (cf. Prov. 2:17, Mal. 2:14), thereby giving the true interpretation of what marriage was at the beginning of the human race (Matt. 19:4-8). 

Tobit also stresses the importance of love of one's neighbor, which should lead us to act justly: "What you hate, do not do to any one" (4:15); to accept the advice of prudent people; and to praise God always and ask him to keep us on the right road. It also emphasizes the essential need for works of mercy, especially alms giving. Tobias learned from his father to lead a life of service and to be appreciative to God for everything. He is an example to Christian families, especially those concerned about the religious or spiritual education of their children
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