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Introduction

Today more than ever before the family is at the crisis
point. The available statistics are alarming. The
Instrumentum Laboris, paragraph 15 for the Extraordinary
Synod of Bishops on Family (2014) clearly tabulates the
modern challenges the families have to face with regard to
staying together and following the teachings of the Church:
“the pervasive and invasive new technologies, the influence
of mass media, the hedonistic culture, relative materialism,
individualism, the growing secularism, the prevalence of
ideas that leads to an excessive, selfish liberalization of
morals, the fragility of interpersonal relationships, a culture
which rejects making permanent choices, because it is
conditioned by uncertainty, a veritable ‘liquid society’ with
‘throw away mentality,” and one seeking immediate
gratification and finally values reinforced by the so called
‘culture of waste,” and the ‘culture of the moment” (all
known expressions of the Pope Francis).

The final document of the Extraordinary General
Assembly of the Synod of Bishops on Pastoral Challenges to
the Family in the Context of Evangelization rightly recalls that
the family is truly the ‘school of humanity.” Such an
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approach towards modern familiy is what much needed
today. True, the world has become a global village and
communication a basic right; yet the family as an institution
in various areas especially the desire to marry and to form
a family remains vibrant and serves as the basis of the,
Church’s need to proclaim the Gospel unceasingly.
According to the final statement, the family is uniquely
important to the Church in these times, when all believers
are invited to think of others rather than themselves and,
the family needs to be rediscovered as the essential agent
in the work of evangelization.?

In this article we turn to the book of Tobit to identify
family values that the book would propose for us today. The
article contains three sections. The first section deals briefly
with Family in the Bible and the second section delves on
the book of Tobit itself explaining the context and the setting
and the final section analyzes the book of Tobit from the
perspectives of family values.

1. Family in the Bible

Family life occupies the central place in the OT
Theology and ethics. There are two important and major
social institutions that shaped the theological reflection
and discussions in the OT that governed the Israelite
society: one family and the other is monarchy. Many of the
ideas expressed about the Biblical God are related to family.
Much of the human morality that Bible proposes emerges
from the context of family. Israel’s major understanding of
God, the creation, the nation, the nations and morality
were forged in large part by the social character and
experience of the family household.
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The Bible presents both blessed and wonderful as well
as cursed and bemoaned families: the first family is a model
family of the human community. The family life of Abraham
is a model for love and concern between the couples. Even
after so much of wicked acts, Joseph forgives his brothers
and treats them lovingly by providing shelter and food in
his kingdom. In the same place, we encounter brother killing
his own brother out of jealousy (Gen 4) and father
abandoning his son through the slave mother for who needs
mercy and compassion (Gen 21) and brothers joining
together to plot against their own brother.

2. Context of the Book of Tobit

The Jews and the Protestants regard the book of Tobit
as non-canonical or apocryphal where as some Eastern
Churches and Catholics view it as Deutero-canonical (since
the Council of Trent, 1546). The book is understood well as
fiction or as a historical romance centering on a successful
quest.® It may be a fiction but not without a theological
message. The author is keen on driving home the basic
message that God cares for his faithful people. The book
might have been written originally in Aramaic but later
translated into Greek in the early second century BCE. As

the book did not find a place in the Hebrew Bible, copying
ceased and the Aramaic original was lost.*

The sufferings and misfortunes experienced by the
characters of the book of Tobit are ‘acute manifestation’ of
the exile.® The book emphatically states that acts of charity,
endogamous marriages and observing dietary laws are
means of divine grace. These pious activities assure the
stability of the community in the midst of the chaotic-
Diaspora situations.® The book of Tobit could be placed
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alongside the book of Judith for comparison. They both,
stand in stark contrast. The book of Tobit revolves around
two grief-stricken Jewish families in the exile. On the
contrary the book of Judith looks to the fate of the Jewish
nation. In Tobit, two families are put together for peace
and prosperity in a brave effort to avoid further tragedy
whereas the book of Judith invites to take up arms to ward
off the national danger. In Tobit, the plot revolves around
the journey of the son, Tobias, while Judith focuses on the
military expertise of a female warrior.”

2.1. Setting
The author of the book of Tobit addresses his story to

the early second century audience. At this time Israel was
under the control of the Seleucid kings of Syria. The author
sets his second century story in an earlier time that
paralleled the eighth-seventh centuries BCE. The major
political power of that period was Assyria. In 722 BCE Sargon
II, the king of Assyria, defeated the land of the northern
tribes and deported many of its citizens. Tobit is presented
as one of the deportees. The author underlines the idea
that faithful people can be law abiding and obedient to live
a life of covenant community even outside the land of Israel.
Tobit who lives outside of the land of Israel was faithful
and righteous before God. He was doubly blessed by God.
In the same way, the chosen people may experience the
providential care of the Lord wherever they may be living,
even if it is outside Israel, but if only they observe the
Laws of God.

The twin characters in the book of Tobit namely Tobit
and Sara are not merely two characters, but they are Israel
personified. They represent the desired response to God’s
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word. They are models for Jewish behaviour. In a way with
their pious attitude, they compel the Jewish audience to
adopt their courageous example and to transform their lives.
The book of Tobit is not yet another simple, pious Jewish
story. It is an object lesson in the manner of preserving
Israelite faith.®

God’s name in the book of Tobit matches the reality.
Tobias means ‘goodness of Yahweh’. All through the book,
each character becomes a witness to the goodness of
Yahweh. Tobias asks for God’s mercy upon him and his
newly married wife (Tob 8:7). In v.16, Raguel (which means
‘God is a friend’) duly recognizes that he has been favoured
by God and he is the proof of his divine friendship. Tobit’s
grand father’s name Ananiel (Tob 1:1) means ‘God is
merciful’ and Raphael’s father’s name, Ananias (Tob 5:12)
means ‘Yahweh is merciful’. In the theology of Tobit, for
God to bear a name is to be that name.®

2.2. Literary Genre

Today scholars tend to understand the Book of Tobit
as a Hebrew romance.!® Equally the book contains other
literary forms such as poetic prayers (Tob 3:1-6, 11-15; 8:5-
8, 15-17; 11:14-15; 13:1-18)"! and wisdom speeches (Tob
4:3-21; 12:6-10; 14:3-11). According to I. Nowell, there can
be more than one source for the development of the plot in
the book of Tobit. The travelogue (Chaps 5-12) has many
similar elements with that of the folktales ‘Grateful Dead’
and ‘Monster in the Bridal Chamber.”? So also the life of
Tobit has many parallels with the story of Ahiqar, whose
name itself appears four times in the narrative (Tob 1:21-
22; 2:10; 11:18; 14:10). All these are well known stories of
the Ancient Near East. However, these stories were
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modified and altered to accommodate the intended
theological elements in the narrative. Within the Bible,
the story of Joseph (Gen 37; 39-50) has shared much in
common with the story of Tobit. Zimmermann remarks:
“The woof comes from the folklore of a particular society,
and the warp and the pattern, the vitality and the color,
come from the religious experience of the Jewish people.”13

3. Family Values in the Book of Tobit

3.1. Ends of Marriage

There are three married couples who interact with
one other and love becomes the basis of all three couples’
interaction. Tobit and Annah interact with each other in a
loving way though there are moments of positive and
negative life situations. The relationship between Raguel
and Edna is less obvious. However it shows a mutual
interdependence and support. Tobiah and Sarah are keen
on obeying the plan of God and firmly trust in God. Raguel,
Edna and Tobit all express the hope that marriage will bring
joy, and they regard children as blessing. They explicitly
acknowledge marriage as a bond not only between two
people, but also between families.

There are three female characters within this
narrative romance. The way they are characterized speaks
of their importance in the plot. Sara is depicted with double
adjective ‘sensible and beautiful’ (Tob 6:12). She is the silent
and passive character in the story. Yet she is strong in
self-knowledge and capable of deliberation. Edna and Anna
cooperate well with their husbands in discerning and
executing the plan of God. They actively take part in the
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events of their family. “Women are regarded as competent
persons, capable of relating to God through prayer and
obedience to the Law, Capable of providing help and support
to their husbands, capable of instructing and guiding their
children. They do not, however, have public responsibilities
in either the economic or the religious sphere. They are
seen primarily in relationship to their families.”'*

3.2. Almsgiving

According to P.J. Griffin, the word eleemosyng appears
more often in the book of Tobit than in any other OT book:
22 times compared to 13 times in Sirach, 7 times in
Proverbs, 4 times in Isaiah, 3 times in Psalms, twice each
in Deuteronomy, the Song of Songs, Baruch and Daniel
and once in Genesis. Eleemosyné is often translated as
‘almsgiving’, ‘charity’ or ‘mercy.’ The Semantic development
of this term is one of the major contributions of the book of
Tobit to the OT theology. P. Deselaers defines eleemosyng
as community building activity (solidarische handeln).!’s In
the late Greek, LXX translates digah as eleemosyng meaning
a benevolent activity (Dan 4:24). The Greek speaking Jews
understand dikaiosyné also in this sense.!® The word
eleemosyng is unknown in classical Greek. The Greeks and
Romans had no term for the ‘gift to the poor’ although the
giving of alms was in practice; however it was not considered
meritorious. The restriction of the meaning of eleos,
eleemosyne to ‘pity,’ to ‘ have mercy toward the poor,’ or ‘gift
to the poor,’ or ‘alms’ occur first in the LXX (Prov 21:26;
Dan 4:27).

This virtue, eleémosyng appears in the outer frame of
the book (Tob 1:3; 14:9) forming an inclusio. God rewards
the just. How can one be just? The book beautifully
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enumerates that love for the poor and concern for the needy
are part of the virtuous and righteous life. Tob 1:3 speaks
of the person of Tobit in three characters: (i) truth (aletheiq)
(ii) righteousness (dikaiosyng) and (iii) charity (eleemosyng).
Thus according to the book, charity is an inevitable virtue
of a righteous person. The book speaks of charity or
almsgiving as the chief element of Tobit’s righteousness.
The acts of mercy assure one a perfect happy life. In fact,
Anna challenges Tobit when she asks ‘what good his
righteous deeds have done him’ (Tob 2:14). God’s apparent
silence towards Tobit’s faithfulness to charitable acts may
be the reason why he was desperate in his prayers. Tobit
who after the sublime works of justice and mercy was tried
with the loss of his eyes but he patiently endures his
blindness. He was duly rewarded by God for his acts of
mercy.!?

Almsgiving (eleemosyng) could be understood in four
ways along the narrative of the book: It means (i) charitable
deed (Tob 1:16; 14:10), (i) monetary help and almsgiving
(Tob 4:86, 16-17; 12:8), (iii) characteristic of a person,
specifically Tobit (Tob 7:7 c£9:6; 14:11) and (iv) characteristic
of God (Tob 3:2; 13:6).!® The book explains the term
eleEmosyng mainly in terms of charitable deed and monetary
help or almsgiving. The book implicitly defines what it means
to perform charitable deeds: feeding the hungry, clothing
the naked and burying the dead (Tob 1:1-17). Alms are to
be given willingly (Tob 4:8; 16) and in proportion to one’s
income (Tob 4:8, 16). In terms of defining and explaining
the semantics of eleemosyng, Tobit and the book of Ben-
Sirah share some common view points. Giving alms delivers
one from sin (Sir 3:30-31; Tob 12:9-10) and it is a worthy
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offering before God (Sir 35:2; cf. 34:18; Tob 4:11). Almsgiving
saves one from premature death and destruction (Sir 29:10-
13, 40:17; Tob 4:10; 12:9; 14:10). God’s response to Tobiah
will mirror Tobiah’s response to the poor (Tob 4:7).

In the Old Testament, almsgiving was thought to result
in the forgiveness of sins (Prov 11:4; Dan 4:24). It was
regarded as a condition for salvation (Isa 58:6-12) and it is
equated with sacrifice (Tob 4:11). “One who shows mercy
to his fellow person is shown mercy from heaven.”'® Equally
important in the book is the idea of hospitality. Raguel is a
character designed after the inspiration of Abraham who
is also very hospitable. The hospitality of Tobit is well seen
in his greeting to Raphael (Tob 5:1), in his joyous welcome
that he accords to his daughter in-law Sarah (Tob 11:17).
He hosts feasts willingly and treats people generously (Tob
2:2; 11:17-18). Tobiah follows his father’s example in inviting
Gabael to join the wedding feast in Ecbatana (Tob 9:2, 5-6).
However, we may notice one striking point that these acts
of charity and hospitality are restricted to one’s own kindred
and people (Tob 1:3, 8, 16-18; 2:2-3; 4:17). This has to be
understood against the background of Diaspora situations.
Almsgiving and hospitality would nurture their social
cohesion and community bond. Further such virtuous life
of charity and mercy will assure mutual aid and brotherly
and sisterly solidarity within the covenantal community.
Their exclusivist attitude is not as severe as one notices in
the books of Ezra, Nehemiah and of Maccabees. Exclusivist
attitude of the community is marked mainly for the reason
that the members might not be led astray or contaminated
by non-believers. However the characters of the book of
Tobit do not show any contempt for other people.?
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According to St Cyprian, the angel Raphel teaches
Tobit about almsgiving. He shows that our prayers and
fasting are of less avail “unless they are aided by almsgiving;
that entreaties alone are of little force to obtain what they
seek unless they be made sufficient by the addition of deeds
and good works.™! Tobit in turn teaches his son: “Be such
a father to your children as was... (Tobit) Command your
children what he also commanded his son....”?2

3.3. Prayer in the Book of Tobit

A habit of prayer that commences with thanksgiving
is a key to happiness. For in thanking the Lord we
acknowledge our inability and insufficiency and the need
for God’s grace in our lives. The various prayers that the
vital characters make in this book bear witness to it. In
the book of Tobit, prayer is not just an action but a habit
and it is the most pervasive expression of inner devotion to
God. So only the book is called as a school of prayer. There
are six beautiful and moving prayers in the book, prayed at
important moments of the narrative. According to Daniel
J. Harrington, those prayers are not only integral part of
the narrative but also they function as the interpretive key
to understand the book.?

The narrative categorically underlines the fact that
God answers the prayers of the just. Each character of the
narrative turns to God in prayer. Thus the author drives
home the idea that the principal actor of the book is God
himself. According to A. A. Di Lella, the virtuous life learned
through prayer and the law is modelled on God, who is

righteous, merciful and truthful.?*

Concerning the prayers as such, they are typically
Jewish prayers addressed to God and contain invocation,




Family Values in the Book of Tobit 15

benediction, confession or petition and an ‘Amen.’ These
prayers, in a way summarize what has gone before and
express what is to come in the future. Tobit, though virtuous
both in the land of Israel and in the land exile, was to face
bitter moments of his life. He was to suffer exile,
confiscation of his property in Nineveh, blindness after
burying a corpse and a bitter rebuke from his wife. Hence
he aguishly prays unto God for death “... it is better for me
to die than to see so much distress in my life and to listen
to insults.” Just like Jeremiah (Jer 20:18) and Elijah (1
Kings 19:4) in the midst of his suffering, he wrestles with
God. This way, one may say that prayer itself is a struggle;
it is wrestling with God in the midst of the dark nights of

the soul with a hope that he would lead us to see the
dawn.

Just like Tobit, Sarah turns to God in prayer. She is
righteous, yet suffers the death of her seven husbands
because of the demon, Asmodeus. She is badly insulted by
her maid and she asks God in prayer ‘Why should I live?’
and yet expresses her complete trust in God (Tob 3:12). It
is only in prayer that both stories of Tobit and Sarah are
enjoined. Prayer is the linking bond of these two stories.
God answers their prayers through Raphael and Tobiah.

Apart from the above mentioned prayers of
supplications, there are four prayers of benediction, rich
in theology. They are Tobiah’s wedding benediction (Tob
8:5-8); Raguel’s benediction (Tob 8:15-17); Tobit’s
benediction on seeing his son (Tob 11:14-15); and Tobit’s
final benediction (Tob 13:1-17).

Tobiah’s wedding benediction celebrates the very
dignity of marriage. The benediction begins with invoking



16 Vaiharai (Jul-Dec, 2014)

God, God’s name and God’s works. The prayer rightly .
recognizes God as the God of the ancestors and God of

both past and future. During the benediction, Tobiah

acknowledges his marriage as the plan of God after the

model of Adam and Eve and makes a beautiful petition: |
“Grant that she and I may find mercy and that we may
grow old together” (Tob 8:7). Even the benediction of Rague]l

praises God for his mercy shown in a very concrete way.
“Blessed are you because you have made me glad. It has
not turned out as I expected, but you have dealt with us
according to your great mercy” (Tob 8:16). Raguel rightly
celebrates the surprising and surpassing graciousness of
God. The wondrous past of Tobiah and Sarah would turn
out to be a future assurance, hence Raguel invokes God to
continue to bless them and keep them safe; “O! master,

keep them safe; bring their lives to fulfilment in happiness

and mercy” (Tob 8:17).

Tobit’s benediction (Tob 11:14-15) explicates his joy,
for he is doubly blessed. He has regained his sight and has
also seen his son again. Tobit expresses his mind in his
benediction declaring that God was behind both his affliction
and his restoration. Though the affliction of Tobit may be
counted as a punishment for his sins, the vindication of
God’s justice and mercy is seen in his restoration. In his
son and daughter-in-law, Tobit experiences the mercifulness
of God and he publically acknowledges it before everybody
(Tob 11:17). Here the prayer of Tobit comes as an ecstatic
outburst of his joy.?

The final benediction of Tobit in 13:1-17 celebrates
God’s kingly rule and power over life and death. It
enumerates that the exile is just the punishment of God,

7
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inflicted upon the people of Israel. It assures that God will
gather them from exile, if only Israel is willing to turn to
Yahweh. As highlighted in Deuteronomy, the final

benediction expresses the theology of sin, repentance, exile
and return.?6

St Cyprian is right in saying that Tobit’s life
demonstrates that prayer without good works is not enough:
“Those who pray should not come to God with fruitless or
naked prayers. The one who will give us on the Day of
Judgment a reward for our labours and alms is even in

this life a merciful bearer of one who comes to him in
prayer.”?’

3.4. Respect for Parents and Elders

The book of Tobit is a literary gem. Like a polished
diamond, it glitters from whichever dimension that we look
at it. It is the source of wisdom concerning respect for
parents and elders and it further highlights the importance
of parents instructing their children. The Decalogue
recommends, “Honour your Father and your mother, so
that your days may be long in the land that the Lord Your
God is giving you” (Ex 20:12). The command to honour father
and mother is given emphasis with a motive clause: “...that
your days may be long in the land” (see also Deut 5:16).
Following Decalogue and Deuteronomic Code, the book of
Tobit insists upon the duty of children towards their parents.
Tobit instructs his son Tobiah in the following words: “...
Honour your mother and do not abandon her all the days of
her life. Do whatever pleases her, and do not grieve her in
anything” (Tob 4:3). While honouring their parents, the
children should keep in mind the innumerous trials that
the parents have undergone for their sake (Tob 4:4). Duty
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towards the parents is a humble act of gratitude. Caring
Tobiah and loving Sarah are the best models for this. The
book pictures the pitiable condition of Tobit; his health has
worsened; he is disturbed internally and externally (Tob
11:10) and manifests signs of depression. He is grief
stricken and anguished, weeps and prays for his ill future
in his old age (Tob 3:16). In the same way Raguel and Edna,
parents of Sarah were much perplexed with the future of
their beloved daughter. With much anxiety and anguish
Raguel digs a grave for his eighth bridegroom, Tobit, mainly
to escape from the scorn and contempt of his kindred and
neighbours. In the same way, Edna, as a loving mother is
much worried when she prepares the room for the newlywed
couples, Tobiah and Sarah. Edna weeps for her daughter
helplessly and bestows a blessing upon her: “Take courage,
my daughter, the Lord of heaven grant you joy in place of
your sorrow” (Tob 7:16).2 But Tobiah and Sarah become
the antidote for their suffering.

The book beautifully presents how a son or daughter
should treat his or her parents. Tobiah and Sarah, both of
them treat their respective parents with great esteem and
honour. Tobiah supports the family in its financial crisis by
going for the money that his father deposited with a distant
relative in a far off place. As an obedient son, he takes a
wife from his own kindred (Tob 7:9-13). He acts so wisely
as to bring healing for his father (Tob 11:11-13). So also
Sarah is always concerned about her father’s wellbeing.
Being caught by the crisis she wants to commit suicide,
but abandons the idea because it would ruin his father’s
reputation (Tob 3:10). She heartily obliges her parents with
regard to her marriage (Tob 7:16-17). Thus both Tobiah and
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Sarah pay respects and honour and act with love and
reverence towards their parents.?®

Further, from the interactions between the parents
and children in the book, we understand that instructing
the children is one of the important duties of parents. As a
responsible father, Tobit instructs his son to be faithful to
the sexual demands of marriage and to avoid fornication.
Then he teaches his son the proper way to find a good wife
fitting to his social situation (Tob 4:12-13). It is true that
parents must instruct their children; it is a vital duty and
it should not be neglected. Deborah, grandmother of Tobit
instructed him in good faith (Tob 1:8). In the same way,
Tobit instructs his son Tobiah on good life and good living.
It is this responsibility of the parents towards their children
that makes the family a school of humanity.3°

Conclusion

On considering the chronological and socio-cultural
distance of the book of Tobit from that of ours, one may be
discouraged and tend to underestimate the relevance of
the values that the book would propose for us today. True,
the socio-cultural realm of the book of Tobit is not an
industrialized, globalized, pluralistic and science-dominated
society like ours, nevertheless the socio-cultural realms
of book has a lot more things in common that we could
imagine with our families and societies of today. The
problems of the migrants, fear of assimilation, troubled
relationship between politics and religion and questions
about the identity and role of women, respect for paren.ts
and elders are common to both. These issues that echo in
the book have their resonance in our modern societies too.3!
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As we have enumerated above, the book is not grappled
with the major theological treaty of the Old Testament,
but very much concerned about everyday practical, moral
and sapiential aspects of being and doing good.** Contrary
to the traditional perspectives, the book of Tobit defines
true religion as a matter of heart and home. What is all
the more important is the day-to-day faith and pious living,
fitting to the values that emerge from the pages of the
Law. Thus, the book of Tobit is an applied science — the
Law lived out in the midst of Hellenistic situation in which
feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, giving the
condemned a decent burial, strong sense of prayer,
preserving the dignity of marriage and promoting dutiful
and loving relationship between parents and children are
the primary values. They are not merely the ideals of a
healthy, God fearing community of those bygone years but
they have a great relevance even for us today.
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