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1. Introduction

The Book of Ecclesiastes is an exceptional work, not only within biblical
literature, but also within the entire scope of literary writings. Some of the passages
contained therein have entered language and now function as maxims. Many people
repeat, albeit not always knowingly as to the authorship of the phrase, such words
of the wise Qohelet as: vanitas vanitatum, nihil novum sub sole or adflictio spiritus.
The Book also belongs to the most difficult ones in interpretation among the books
of the Bible. Its canonicity was disputed even in antiquity. Those arguments arose
from the fact that while interpreting the meaning of the Book, one cannot employ
the method of allegorization'. Thus, the history of the canonicity of the Book of
Ecclesiastes presents the reversal of that of the Song of Songs. The latter book was
also doubted for similar reason, however the allegorical interpretations, especially
in the light of the message of the OT prophets (e.g. Hosea, Jeremiah, Ezekiel), helped
to discover the beautiful meaning it communicates. The Book of Ecclesiastes, ho-
wever, with its explicit language and imagery — often crude or even shocking —
makes it very clear that any attempt of interpretation through allegorical reading
is a futile exercise. Interesting in this context is the text of Ecc 12,1-7, with images
so vivid that they seem to urge the reader to use imagination. Here, Qohelet used
the imagery of the world of nature and daily life to describe the twilight of the
human life and death. The article presented seeks to determine what lies beneath
these images, as well as to which method could be applied to their interpretation.

2. Text of Ecc 12,1-7 and its place in the Book of Ecclesiastes

The text of Ecc 12,1-7 is found in the final section of the second part of the
Book, preceding the verse which constitutes the first ending (Ecc 12,8). The pre-

!'Cf.R. SCOTT, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Introduction, Translation, and Notes, AB 18, New York
1965, p. 191.
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ceding context contains a call or an incentive to joy, directed to a youth (cf. Ecc
11,7-10). In a way, these two passages mutually complement each other through
structural and verbal links, as well as the fact that they both are intended for the
same addressee. The principal difference is that the main subject of Ecc 11,7-10
is youth, while in Ecc 12,1-7 it is old age. Thus, a break in the text can be made be-
tween Ecc 11,10 and 12,1. This way, the entire body of Ecc 11,7-12,7° is divided
into two parts: Ecc 11,7-10 and 12,1-7. What immediately follows Ecc 12,1-7 is
a maxim given at the very beginning of the Book and repeated several times
throughout: “‘Utterly meaningless,’ says Qohelet, ‘everything is meaningless!’”
(Ecc 12,8; cf. 1,2). It is a conclusion summarizing individual fragments. It is, thus,
reasonable to separate Ecc 12,8 from the previous part, since the passage consti-
tutes a closure not only to this pericope, but the entire Book. It should be noted,
however, that the commentators are divided on the matter and some of them see
the ending of the description of old age and death in Ecc 12,8°. Nevertheless, the
images evoked by Qohelet end in Ecc 12,7.

3. Three categories of interpretation of 12,1-7

The text of Ecc 12,1-7 has a very rich record of interpretations, which can be
grouped into three principal categories, namely: literal, symbolic and allegorical
reading of meaning®. The first one, although it does not entirely denounce the fact
that in Ecc 12,1-7 metaphorical language is used (particularly in verses 2 and 7),
it nevertheless assumes that literal approach should be applied to the reading of
images used®. Thus, the analyzed fragment presents an image of destruction of
a household or the condition of a community in the face of death and mourning of
aclose person, someone relatively well-known and respected. Thus, the text of Ecc
12,1-7 becomes a lamentation of sorts (Hebr. gina). Indeed, certain analogies with
other examples of this literary genre can be observed, such as 2 Sam 1,17-27;
3,33ff. However, considering the entirety of the text, it can hardly be defined as

2Cf. SCOTT, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, p. 253-255; A. LAUHA, Kohelet, BKAT XIX, Neukirchen-
Vluyn 1978, p. 204-216; R. WHYBRAY, Ecclesiastes, NCBC, Grand Rapids 1989, p. 91; J. CRENSHAW,
Qohelet. A Commentary, OTL, Philadelphia 1987, p. 8; R. MURPHY, Ecclesiastes, WBC 23A, Dallas
1992, p. 111-122; M. NIEKERK, Qohelet's advice to the young of his time — and to ours today? Chapter
11:7-12:8 as a text of the pre-Christian era, OTE 7 (1994), p. 371f; L. MAZZINGHI, “Ho cercato e ho
esplorato”. Studi sul Qohelet, Bologna 2001, p. 270-273. A different division (this means Ecc 11:9-
12:7.8) is proposed by L. SCHWIENHORST-SCHONBERGER, Koheler, H-ThKAT, Freiburg 2004, p. 520-
541. While D. FREDERICKS, Life's Storms and Structural Unity in Qoheleth 11.1-12.8,1SOT 51 (1991),
p. 100-105 indicates that Ecc 12:1-7 has a concentric structure.

? Cf. G. OGDEN, Qoheleth XI 7-XII 8: Qoheleth’s Summons 1o Enjoyment and Reflection, VT 34
(1984), p. 27¢.

“ Cf. M. Fox, A Time to Tear Down and A Time to Build Up. A Rereading of Ecclesiastes, Grand
Rapids 1999, p. 333-349.

* Cf. OGDEN, Qoheleth X1 7-X11 8, p. 27-38.
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a lamentation. An example of such reading of Ecc 12,1-7 is the suggestion put for-
ward by M. Gilbert®. He interprets the poem as a description of reality of the old
age drawing near: shaking, trembling, bending, and blindness. In Ecc 12,1-7 —
according to him — a different group of people are described.

The complexity and multiplicity of images used in Ecc 12,1-7 brought exegetes
to symbolic explanation of this pericope. In this case, the Qohelet’s poem would
illustrate the observation of aging and death from the point of view of an external
observer; the explanation of these critical and difficult stages of human existence
is presented in eschatological terms’. Thus, although death does not cause cosmic
phenomena, it is presented through images thereof. This relates to the prophetic
writings, which contain elements of eschatological symbolism, such as: Isa 13,9f;
Jer 25,10f; Ezek 32,7f; Joel 2,2.6.10%. The prophets and Qohelet evoke the images
of mouming in the context of a universal cataclysm. The difference is that the pro-
phets describe the end of nation and Qohelet portrays the end of human life in
individual dimension®.

Finally, attempts of allegorical approach to the interpretation of Ecc 12,1-7
were made'®. In this respect, Qohelet proceeds from literal description towards
a profound and unambiguously received portrayal of old age and death through
evoking various aspects of reality: home, plants, animals, human activity or cosmic

® Cf. M. GILBERT, La description de la vieillesse en Qohelet XII 1-7 est-elle allégorique?, VTS 32
(1981), p. 96-109.

T Cf. C. SEOW, Qohelet's Eschatological Poem, JBL 118 (1999), p. 209-234 — the author com-
ments individual images of Ecc 12:1-7 as a picture of the end of the world and the cosmic catastrophe.

* Cf. M. FoxX, Aging and Death in Qoheleth 12, JSOT 42 (1988), p. 64f.

® In the current of the allegorical interpretation follows H. KRUGER, Old Age Frailty versus Cosmic
Deterioration? A Few Remarks on the Interpretation of Qohelet 11,7-12,8, in: A. SCHOORS (ed.), Qohelet
inthe Context of Wisdom, BETL CXXXV]I, Leuven 1998, p. 39941 1. The author claims that Ecc 12:1-7
is a symbolic description of the total destruction of cosmos. For example, “trembling guards™ means
pillars of the earth, “a silver cord” is Milky Way, and “‘a broken jar” signifies Sun’s passing from the con-
stellation of Pisces to Aquarius.

® Cf. G. BARTON, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes, ICC, Edin-
burgh 1908, p. 187-190; SCOTT, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, p. 253-255; L. DIFON2o0, Ecclesiaste, Torino
1967, p. 316-328; W. ZIMMERLL, Das Buch des Predigers Salomo, ATD 16/1, Gottingen 1967%, p. 241-
243; R. GORDIS, Koheleth — The Man and His World, New York 1968, p. 338f; LAUHA, Kohelet, p. 210-
215; H. WITZENRATH, «Siiss istdas Licht...»: Eine literaturwissenschafliche Untersuchung zu Koh 11,7-
12,7, ATSAT 11, St. Ottilein 1979, p. 49; NIEKERK, Qohelet's advice to the young of his time, p. 370-380;
FREDERICKS, Life’s Storms and Structural Unity, p. 95-114; D. GARRETT, Proverbs. Ecclesiastes. Song
of Songs, NAC 14, Nashville 1993, p. 340-343 (the author claims that “the poem is not an allegory™
(p. 340), but he calls images, which are used in Ecc 12:1-17, as “'series of metaphors™ and interprets them
in an allegorical way); W. CHROSTOWSKI, Alegoryczne przedstawienie starosci i smierci w Koh 12,1-7,
in: W.CHROSTOWSKI (ed.), Duch i Oblubienica mowiq: ** Przyjd:". Ksiega Pamiqtkowa dla Ojca Profesora
Augustyna Jankowskiego OSB w 85. rocznice urodzin, Warszawa 2001, p. 91-108. Whereas J. CRENSHAW,
Youth and Old Age in Qoheleth, HAR 10 (1986), p. 10 — the author allows such possibility on assumption
that it is rather human body than property. He finally concludes that it is better to avoid allegorical inter-
pretation of Ecc 12:1-7.
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forces'!. All this serves as a fuller representation of the truth about the most severe
attributes of old age and the inevitability of death. This is the oldest interpretation
which has already occurred in Targum, Midrash, Talmud (b.Sab. 151b-152a),
Rabbinic literature (Lev. Rab. 18)'?, also in the commentaries of the Father of the
Church (e.g. Jerome, Commentarius in Ecclesiasten, PL 1105-1112)"* and is quite
popular in the recent commentaries.

4. Exegesis of the Ecc 12,1-7

The structure of the poem is very clear. The body of the text begins with an
imperative form of the noun with the 7T root, conveying the idea of remembering,
committing to memory. Next, three sections of varied length can be distinguished,
all beginning with a constant phrase N5 SuiR W - before”, followed by a verb
in imperfectum: Ecc 12,1b.2-5.6-7". The first two portions present old age, the final
one portrays the death itself and the human fate afterwards"’.

Verse 1:
THMA3 M2 TRIATR N
yenm o3 "?']‘!5 MNP 1!78 oWy wham e ’I&b:’l(‘) ﬂm& Ty
Remember now your Creator in the days of your youth,

before the days of misery come, and the years draw near when you say: “I have no
pleasure in them”.

The poem begins with a call to remember — the imperative form of a verb de-
rived from the M27 root, which conveys the idea of remembering, committing to
memory'®. This imperativus performs an important function here. It links the fol-
lowing text with the preceding one, and at the same time it introduces a new

" Differently in M. LEAHY, The Meaning of Ecclesiastes 12,1-5,TTQ 19 (1952), p. 297-300, who
accepts an allegorical interpretation, however the imageries — which occur in Ecc 12:1-7 — concern
“thunder-storm”.

2 Cf. DIFONZO, Ecclesiaste, p. 316; MAZZINGHI, “Ho cercato e ho esplorato™, p. 304; T. KRUGER,
Qoheleth. A Commentary, trans. O. Dean, Hermeneia, Minneapolis 2004, p. 198f.

Y Cf. S. LEANZA, Eccl 12,1-7: L'interpretazione escatologica dei Padri e degli esegeti medievali,
Aug 18 (1978), p. 191-207.

' Cf. H. HERTZBERG, Der Prediger, KAT 17/4, Giitersioh 1963, p. 210; WHYBRAY, Ecclesiastes,
p. 91; OGDEN, Qoheleth XI 7-XII 8, p. 29; NIEKERK, Qohelet’s advice 1o the young of his time, p. 375;
KRUGER, Qoheleth, p. 200f.

3 Differently in OGDEN, Qoheleth XI 7-X11 8, p. 35, who sees the description of death in all section
and every part of it, although in different imageries, has the same purpose — to show death as inevitable
end of man.

1 Cf. F. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon with an appendix con-
taining the Biblical Aramaic, Peabody 2005°, p. 269-271; L. KOEHLER, W. BAUMGARTNER, The Hebrew
and Aramaic Lexicon on the Old Testament, v. |, trans. T. Richardson, Leiden 2001, p. 269f.



The allegory of old age and death as an attempt of the interpretation of Ecc 12,1-7 29

subject. The addressee of the command to remember is the same as in Ecc 11,7-10,
and the expression q*p"nn;: - “in the days of your youth” is also used in Ecc
11,9". It can be thus noted that W37 has a very important function within the entire
structure of Ecc 11,7-12,7 — the several times repeated call for rejoicing and
enjoying youth is followed by order to remember before old age and death come.
This results in a specific atmosphere being created as early into the text as the first
word. This relation is explicitly emphasized by preceding the imperative with
a conjunction waw. Imperativus does not need a conjunction here (cf. Ex 13,3;
20,8; 24:9; 25, 17; Josh 1,13; Ps 132,1). Nevertheless, it occurs analogically to
S2™ in Ecc 11,8, This way, the continuity between 11,7-10 and 12,1-7 is pre-
served and the motif of memory emphasized.

What remains problematic, however, is the object which is to be committed to
memory. The expression ‘["R'ﬁ: is unclear, as evidenced by the critical apparatus
in BHS. In the grammatical sense, it is present participle of the basic conjugation
of masculine plural form derived from the X3 root (it coveys the idea of creating
of something new and applies to Divine activity, cf. Gen 1,1.27; Isa 40,26; 45,12,
Jer 31,22"%) with 2nd person singular possessive pronoun suffix, and thus, the He-
brew text reads literally “remember on your creators” The root X2 in the present
participle form often denotes God and is translated as “Creator” (cf. Isa 40,28;
42.5; Am 4,13). In Isa 43,1, a similar form occurs — ’|§j§, the difference being
that it is a singular form of this participle (“your Creator”). Plural participle is
sometimes interpreted as pluralis intensitatis or pluralis maiaestaticus. Such ex-
planation, however, is rather dubious, and it can be rejected in the context of the
entire Book of Ecclesiastes. Since Qohelet seldom refers to God directly, it is at
least doubtful that he “suddenly” chose such a peculiar form to name Him.

The critical apparatus in BHS, as well as certain commentaries®, suggest a simple
change of ‘|‘RW13 into ’[TIZ The resulting expression means “your tomb” (lit.
“your well”), alternatively *“your sheol” (cf. Isa 38,18; Prov 1,12). Arguments sup-
porting such a change are strong. The pronunciation of both these expressions is
very similar: bérejka — béreka. It is therefore possible that the spelling was changed,
especially if the text was dictated. What is more, the noun ™12 occurs in Ecc 12,6,
where it is used in its basic meaning (“well”), but there it could also mean a tomb.
Accordingly, the suggested change makes the final resting place of man the object
of remembering. Following the incentive to rejoice in youth, the exhortations take

'’ The only difference is the spelling — in Ecc 11,9 it is scriptio plena, cf. OGDEN, Qoheleth XI 7—
Xi18,p. 29,

'* Cf. OGDEN. Qoheleth X1 7-X11 8, p. 28.

' Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 135; KOEHLER, BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon. v. 1, p. 153f.

X Cf. SCOTT, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, p. 254f: LAUHA, Kohelet, p. 205.
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a turn: “remember your tomb”, or “your sheol”. Additionally, in the wisdom lite-
rature the noun 12 sometimes metaphorically means wife, e.g. as it is used in the
expression "[1&2 (“your well”) in Prov 5,15 (cf. also Isa 51,1f). This is why some
commentators, accepting the aforementioned correction, propose to interpret the
call in Ecc 12,1 as an urging to remember one’s spouse?’.

Nevertheless, according to the rules of textual criticism, the expression sz:
should be perceived as lectio difficilior. Moreover, the ancient translations agree
as to the translation of the phrase: LXX —tob ktioavtdg oe, Targ— "3, Vig—
creatoris tui. They all contain a reference to God as Creator. The only way the
texts depart from the Hebrew original is the use of the singular. The plural in the
Hebrew text can be used per analogiam to e.g. Isa 54,5; Ps 149,2 or Job 35,10,
where the participle forms of FTOY or 513 are used when they apply to God*.

The denotation of God as “Creator” immediately brings to mind the very act
of creation. It is a known fact that Qohelet often alludes to the Book of Genesis?®,
e.g. God as Creator (cf. Ecc 3,11.14; 7,13f.29; 8,17) and to His presence in the life
of the people (cf. Ecc 1,13; 2,24-26; 3,13.17f; 6,2; 8,15; 9,1.7-9). It could also be
the case here. Then old age and death would be considered in the context of
creation. Therefore, preserving the expression ‘|’NTI: and rendering it after ancient
translations as “your Creator” seems to be fully legitimate®, Thus, it can be said that
there is a certain relation between God and man that is highlighted, God who is
present in human life from the beginning to the end and whom man must always
remember. For Qohelet God is One who gives life and sustains it. He also determines
its end (cf. Ecc 3,19-21). Therefore Qohelet invites his hearer/reader to remember
God, also in his youth®.

After the call to remember one’s Creator, the first section follows, beginning
with a phrase x5 R TV - “before”. It brings a certain measure of universal
appeal to the poem in Ecc 12,1-7 and expands the circle of the audience. Even
though overt references to youth occur prior to it (N3, NN M°2, cf. Ecc
11,9; 12,1), and at quite an early stage (‘v[‘m'l'?j, cf.Ecc11,9; m"l'?’_’U, Ecc11,10),
that “‘before”” may refer to all persons who are not old yet.

The time of old age is described in Ecc 12,1 as ID)1 12" - *“days of misery”
The noun 1Y% has several meanings. Generally it means “evil”, “misery”, “un-

2 Cf. GORDIS, Koheleth, p. 340: CRENSHAW, Qohelet, p. 184f, WHYBRAY, Ecclesiastes, p. 163.

2 Cf. A. SCHENKER (ed.), General Introduction and Megilloth. Biblia Hebraica Quinta I8, Stuttgar,
p. 109*f. The commentary adds that it also can be “‘a matter of late orthography™

B Cf. C. FORMAN, Koheleth's use of Genesis, JSS 5 (1960), p. 256-263.

2 Cf. GILBERT, La description, p. 100; B. DAVIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8: Death, an Impetus for Life,
BSac 148 (1991), p. 304; MAZZINGHI, “Ho cercato e ho esplorato”, p. 282f.

* Cf. OGDEN, Qoheleth XI 7-XII 8, p. 33f; DAVIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 302f.
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happiness™*. It can refer to a bad condition, both morally (cf. Gen 6,5; Judg 9,56;
Prov 24,1), as well as physically (cf. Gen 19,19; 1 Sam 23,9; 1 Kings 14,20). In the
case of the analyzed text, as well as Ecc 5,12, the latter meaning should be assumed.
Qohelet means all harsh and painful aspects of old age, which he explicitly ex-
presses in the later part”.

The “misery” of old age is confirmed in the following part of the verse: 1211
yen ona "'?']’!5 MIARM YR 0 - “and the years draw near when you say,
‘I have no pleasure in them’”. Here, the character of Qohelet as a wise man is made
evident, as well as his pedagogy and the method of leamming about the world and
human life through one’s own experiences. Prior reference to the “days of misery”
is, as may be presumed, spoken of from the perspective of his personal knowledge
(or that of an old person). Now, he discreetly presages that a man enjoying his
youth prior to that “before”, will come to know it personally and remembering the
days of youth he will say: “I have no pleasure in them” Then, the knowledge of
the old age foretold here will be realized and the proper judgment of it will be made.

Verse 2:
£:2355m AWM VKM g RS ok
DY M T3 13
Before the Sun and the light, the Moon and the stars are darkened,
and the clouds return after the rain.

According the division criterion assumed earlier, a new section of the poem
about old age begins here. This verse presents it in general and quite obvious terms,
namely as the opposition of light and darkness. The sequence of celestial bodies
listed (1Y - “the Sun™, 117} - “the Moon”, %2212 - “stars”) again brings to
mind the deécn'ption of the creation of the universe (cf. Gen 1,14-19). Interestingly —
as in the description of hexaémeron — “the light” (R) is listed independently
from “the bodies that govern day and night” (cf. Gen 1,3-5). Similarly, a close re-
lation with the preceding context occurs here. In Ecc 11,7, both 9, and W, are
mentioned. They are referred to as, respectively: D3 — “pleasant/sweet” and 23t
~*“good”. In this verse, the noun2%J°Y) — “eyes’ also appears. Thus, a transposition
to Ecc 12,1 is made possible and one can identify the noun '|rpnn as adescription
of the condition of the human race. The root ':[flfﬂ conveys an idea of dimming,

» Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 949; KOEHLER BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. 11, p. 1262-1264.

7 Differently in J. SAWYER, The Ruined House in Ecclesiastes 12: A Reconstruction of the Original
Parabole, JBL 94 (1975), p. 523 — the author is of the opinion that it refers to the unpredictability of
the results of human actions. A review of opinions on the expression Y77 *13" in OGDEN, Qoheleth
X7 7-X118, p. 331.
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becoming dark®®. From it the noun I — “darkness” — is derived. Verbal forms
of the root ‘:[Wﬂ often refer to both natural (cf. Am 5,8; Hi 3,9; 18,6) and super-
natural (cf. Ex 10,15; Joel 3,4; Ps 105,28) darkening of the astral bodies. The verb
"]@lj sometimes also describes “‘eyes growing dim”, that is blindness (cf. Ps 69,24;
Lam 5,17). Similarly, keeping the allegorical interpretation in Ecc 12,2, one may
see the gradual weakening of sight. In this eschatological sense, such an eclipse
refers to the future cosmic judgment, which will lead to the destruction of the Sun,
the Moon and the stars”.

The second part of the verse mentions clouds returning. The text in this case
is not as obvious as in the preceding passage. This is why it was interpreted in
various ways. In order to avoid this “meteorological absurdity” a suggestion was
made to translate the preposition N as “together” (cf. Ruth 1,15). This way, the
phrase means: “the clouds return with the rain™. It is therefore a logically ren-
dered order of events — the clouds gather and the rain falls (cf. 1Kings 18,45; Ecc
11,3). It may be then an explicit reference to the rain season in Israel, which lasts
about 6 montbhs. In this period, the sky is indeed very cloudy. Next, the clouds dis-
appear and the dry, summer season begins.

Nevertheless, the image evoked by Qohelet in this place does not necessarily
require the introduction of a secondary meaning of the preposition IINR. Even if
it is to some extent an absurdity, by far not the only one in this Book, its appeal
presents a very vivid image. For as after the rain season there was hope for more
light, I have none of it left in my old age. After the dark autumn an even deeper
darkness comes. The lack of light is not of a transitional nature but constant and
intensifying. This way, the bad condition of eyesight in old age is emphasized even
more strongly, e.g. glaucoma®*. Perhaps the clouds also mean a constantly “overcast”
face, indicating sorrow and apathy*2.

Verse 3:
DT UM WOM MIT WY WY £r2
P2 AN =Tm w3 mnen e

1 Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 364f; KOEHLER BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. 1, p. 361.

B Cf. DAVIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 306.

X Cf. SCOTT, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, p. 255; M. DAHOOD, Qohelet and Northwest Semitic Phi-
lology, Bib 43 (1962), p. 363f.

3 Cf. CRENSHAW, Qoheleth, p. 185; GARRETT, Proverbs. Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 341. Ad-
versly DAVIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 307.

32 Cf. CHROSTOWSKI, Alegoryczne przedstawienie starosci, p. 304 — the author claims that the clouds
in Ecc 12:2 mean that old age is continuous a life of misery because they are a symbol of the troubles (cf.
Ezek 13:11-13; 38:22; Songs 2:11). Although indeed the clouds are sometimes a symbol of the difficult
situation of a man, but in the analyzed verses are not mentioned.
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In the day when the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong men bend down,

and when the grinders cease because they are few left, and those that look through the
windows grow dim.

The author of the Book proceeds from natural phenomena to a description of
a household, where men and women perform their daily duties and chores. The
image of a household often occurs in a figurative sense, especially in wisdom lite-
rature (cf. Job 20,28; Ps 127,1; Prov 9,1). In this context, a stable and well-furnished
house is a synonym of wisdom, while stupidity is symbolized by a house falling apart
(cf. Prov 14,1). Certain biblical analogies lead to the conclusion that the mea-
ninglessness of human efforts is discussed here. The house became broken down
and deserted not because of the stupidity of its builders or the laziness of its
inhabitants but because such is the fate of human efforts (Hebr. 5?_3177, since they
are meaningless (Hebr. 5;?)”

The text, however, speaks not so much of a household as of inhabitants wor-
king therein*. Keeping with the allegorical interpretation, those “strong men” and
“women” can be perceived as an allegory of the human body, which begins to
function differently from before. The symmetrically constructed text allows one
to distinguish four groups of people related to different domestic activities. Firstly,
a balance between men and women is noticeable™. The first part of the verse names
typically male activities: keeping the house and looking after its safety. Then, female
duties are listed: grinding the grain and looking out of the window. In this way,
Qohelet alludes to individual body parts™*.

The first expression speaks of Y251 AU - “keepers of the house”. The root
"YU conveys the idea of guarding®”. In the form of Qal conjugation present par-
ticiple (as it is the case in Ecc 12,3) it denotes those who mind or guard a person
or a place; this is why it is often translated as keeper/keepers” (cf. Gen 4,9; 2 King
12,10; Song 5,7). Their activity is expressed with a verb derived from the root J1%,
which communicates the idea of movement. Its verbal forms occur only 3 times
within the Hebrew part of the OT*® and this is why it is quite difficult to give its
precise meaning. In Esth 5.9 it is used in DRIROD® M 0P to describe the
behavior of Mordechai towards Haman: 131313 IJZ’R'L)'! BP ™R - “he did not

3 Cf. SAWYER, The Ruined House in Ecclesiastes 12, p. 519-531 — the author provides reasoning
for is thesis by reference to closer and further context. he explicitly states, though, that the text is often
interpreted allegorically.

* Cf. GILBERT, La description de la vieillesse, p. 103.

 Cf. DAvIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 308.

3 Cf. BARTON, A Critical and Exegerical Commentary, p. 188 — the author gives a (100?) detailed
list of body parts which is hidden in imagery in Ecc 12:1-7.

1 Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 1036f; KOEHLER BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. 11, p. 1581-1584.

3 The verb I also occurs in the Aramaic part of the OT, precisely in Dan 5:19; 6:27.
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stand or move [perhaps in the sense of “‘tremble’’] before him”. In Hab 2,7 (also in
proximity of B), there are some oppressors mentioned, perhaps those who evoke
fear and trembling in somebody (the conjugation Pilpel used here permits one to
apply the translation). Both examples show that the root occurs in negative contexts.
This is why the meaning *to tremble” in Ecc 12,3 seems entirely reasonable. The act
of trembling in the context of the human body being described is mostly associated
with hands. Those “keepers of the house” can therefore mean the hands and arms®.

The next expression is 5’1’1‘! "WJR “strong men” (lit. “men of strength™).
This expression often occurs within the OT (cf.Gen47,6; Ex 18,2.25; Judg 20,44.46;
2 Sam 11,16; 2 Kings 24,16; Neh 11,6; Ps 76,6; Nah 2,4). It is worth noting that
in these expressions 5*[1 is used only once, outside of Ecc 12,3, with a definite
article, and then it lacks the military context. This is in 2 Kings 24,16, where it refers
to various tradesmen kidnapped from Jerusalem and taken to Babylon. In other
cases, without the definite article in nomen rectum, it denotes brave warriors. Con-
sequently, military context in Ecc 12,3 can be eliminated and the meaning of those
“strong men” should be sought within the context and in what 2 Kings 24,16 sug-
gests. Earlier, those “keepers of the house” were identified as arms and hands. It
was also noted that Ecc 12,3 consists of two parallel sentences, which in turn also
have two parallel parts. As a consequence, “strong men” may denote legs*. Their
condition is expressed by the verb MY, Grammatically, it is the 3rd person
plural Hitpael perfectum from the root MY, which conveys the idea of bending,
bowing, breaking*'. It occurs 12 times in the OT, 9 of which are in the wisdom
books (Job, Ps, Ecc). It is used with abstract nouns such as law (cf. Job 8,3; 34,12)
or in the sense of oppression (cf. Job 19,6; Ps 119,78; Isa 50,4; Lam 3,36). In Ecc
12,3, this verb means the slow bending of legs in old age, which prevents agile
movement.

The following portion of the verse employs feminine participles; analogically
then, one should read it as actions and behavior of women. First, nﬁ:r:_rtsa is men-
tioned. The root ]I (8 occurrences in the OT) refers to the act of grinding or
mincing of both: of grain (cf. Judg 16,21; Isa 47,2; Job 31,10), manna (cf. Num
11,8) or metal (cf. Ex 32,20; Deut 9,21)*2. The grinding of grain was one of the
most basic and at the same time hardest of domestic chores. For this reason, it was
often done by servants and slaves (cf. Ex 11,5). It was an activity which provided

¥ Cf. GARRETT, Proverbs. Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 341.

40 Cf. KOEHLER BAUMGARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. 1, p. 311; GARRETT, Proverbs.
Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 341.

*! Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 736; KOEHLER BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. |, p. 804.

2 Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p- 377: KOEHLER BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. 1, p. 374.
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bread and other baked goods for members of the household. The action of “the
grinders” is expressed with the verb 'I'?tb: It is a hapax legomenon. The root 512
expresses the idea of ceasing to perform an action®. “The grinders” will thus cease
to perform their action, and the reason will be that “they are few” The root Ay
expresses the idea of being or becoming small, as well as becoming scarce, decrea-
sing™. Both actions — grinding and becoming scarce — are most closely associated
with teeth in the description of the human body. As years go by, “the grinders”
become scarce, which means that there are fewer and fewer teeth which work gra-
dually slower, until a moment comes when there are none left®.

Another image is hidden in the expression m:ﬂs: mm‘: —*“looking through
the windows™” The OT contains several mentions ‘of women looking out of the
window to see someone or something. This is how the mother of Sisera awaits her
son’s return (cf. Judg 5,28), Michal watches David (cf. 2 Sam 6,16), Jezebel looks
at Jehu (cf. 2 Kings 9,30). It is always looking with curiosity or even waiting. In Ecc
12,3, those “looking ones” will “grow dim” (’DQ]'D). The root UM was already
used in the previous verse in reference to weakening eyesight. A similar meaning
seems reasonable here. “Those that look through the windows grow dim” can be
therefore seen as a metaphor of eyes*.

The analysis of Ecc 12,3 shows a balance between chosen images. Masculine
motifs and actions are expressed through the function of hands and legs, while fe-
minine ones through teeth and eyes. The description of old age is extremely mo-
ving here. As keepers and strong men cannot perform their duties properly, thus
the hands and legs of an old man no longer work as they used to, since they tremble
and bend. Teeth and eyes behave similarly. It should be stressed once again that
women looking through the window do so with a certain measure of curiosity (cf.
Judg 5,28; 2 Sam 6,16; 2 Kings 9,30). Such action entails a certain amount of spare
time, rest or even lack of activity. The expression 1283 PIR77T in Ecc 12,3
may therefore mean the condition of abstaining from actions one used to perform.
This brings to mind another attribute of old age, namely the lack of strength to do
anything. Weakening of individual members of the body in a way forces one to re-
main more and more idle.

“)Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 105; KOEHLER BAUMGART-
NER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v.1,p. 121. For the use in The Book of Qohelet cf. A. SCHOORs,
The Preacher Sought to Find Pleasing Words. A Study of the Language of Qoheleth (Part II. Voca-
bulary), OAL 143, Leuven 2004, p. 459.

“ Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 589; KOEHLER BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. 1, p. 611.

S Cf. GARRETT, Proverbs. Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 341.

“ Cf. GARRETT, Proverbs. Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 341f.
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Verse 4:
e S 5pg3 P £ I
g niiabs mgm e biph opn
And the doors to the street are shut, and when the sound of the mill is low
and the sound of a bird rises up and all the daughters of song grow weak.

This time, Qohelet proceeds to the image of a household only. He begins his
description with P'm: D‘h")'l “doors to the street”. Such setting of the image
is not accidental. For people entermg the house, the outside door is the first ele-
ment they see and pass, for those who exit — it is the last one. Therefore, the author
of the Book, inviting his listener/reader into a house, brings him to the door and then
draws for him the following images.

“Doors to the street” are to remain closed. What is noticeable in this expression,
is the form D‘n'7'1 It is dualis of the noun n"J'T “door”. Although this form is
used in the OT in reference to a door (cf. Deut 3 5;1Sam 23,7; Isa 45,1; Mal 1,10),
a certain analogy can be noticed with nouns describing even-numbered body parts.
Very often they are used in dual, for example: 07 — “(two) hands” (cf. 2 Sam
17.2; Isa 35,3; Ecc 10,18), D"L')Jj - *“(two) legs” (cf. Lev 11,23; 2 Sam 9,3; Ps
122,2),8%°D - *“(two) eyes” (cf. Gen 20,16; Ha 1,13; Ecc 6,9), D'_';I&'t —“(two) ears”
(cf. Deut 29,3; Isa 43,8; Ps 40,7)*". Moreover, the form of the verb 17291 (the 3rd
person plural Pual perfectum) explicitly demonstrates that the action is not per-
formed by the doors but that they are its receiver*. The image itself is not as clear
as the previous ones. However, the following portion of the verse helps to under-
stand it. [t mentions growing silence, and as such, experiences related to hearing®.
The image of closing the doors is then an allusion to the gradual loss of hearing.
As sounds, such as of what is happening in the street, still penetrate more or less
an open door people receive sounds though their ears. Once they are closed, all
noise grows weaker and weaker, until nothing can be heard. In this way, a slow
gradual isolation from the outside world ensues. Thus, an elderly person is some-
one sequestered in a silent house and the only way to find out what is happening
outside is through other people. The passive form of the root 920 clearly indicates
that it is not a volitional isolation from the external clatter, but a condition which
befalls people regardless of their will.

4 Cf. T. LONGMANN Ill, The Book of Ecclesiastes, NICOT, Grand Rapids 1998, p- 271.

“ LXX and Vig have active voice in this place, respectively: kieioovowv (the 3rd person pilural
indicatives futuri active => xieiw) and claudent. However the passive voice is better here, cf. General
Introduction and Megilloth, p. 110*.

4 Cf. GARRETT, Proverbs. Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 342.
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Next, ;1087 ‘71P is mentioned — “the sound of the mill”. The noun 171D
derived from the root 1M, which already occurs in the previous verse®. For this
reason, searching for the interpretation of this image can begin with an analogy.
“The grinders” (or “the grinding ones”, as such a translation is also correct) meant
teeth. The subordinate tense form, expressed by the means of preposition B. and
infinitivus absolutus ('752?2), renders both events simultaneous®', and thus — to
simplify this somewhat cdmplex linguistic treatise — when teeth begin to fall out,
hearing also becomes worse. The deteriorating condition spreads to other members
of the body. Quern-stones, that is two grinding stones placed one over the other in
such a way as to enable the grinding of grain, did indeed make a noise. It is also
the case with “Qohelet’s grinders”, that is teeth. A person may make such a noise,
grinding their teeth while eating. However, as time progresses, they become more
and more scarce and as a result — quieter. The same is expressed by a verb derived
from the verb ©Bd.

The beginning of the second portion of the analyzed verse poses more pro-
blems*. The critical apparatus suggests a correction of the phrase '71P % =Ehd)
e 51.‘)'7 B3 1 - “and his voice rises up”, which would mean the
changes in an old man’s voice pitch. Yet, retaining the original Hebrew text in the
unchanged form™ causes the entire phrase to gain the same interpretation — the voice
of an old man resembles “the sound of a bird” the pitch of which is usually high.
It is worth to call upon the Targumic interpretation here, which saw the raising of
the sound of bird as the allusion to the short and shallow sleep of an old man. The
song awakens him or he wakes of his own accord because of sleeplessness at the
break of dawn, when birds raise their songs™*.

The last part of Ecc12,4 evokes 11 nﬁ:;":; —“all the daughters of song™.
It can means singing girls, analogically to the expression like i1710™)3 — “the
wicked” (cf. 2 Sam 3,34; Hos 10,9), ™2 — “the rebels” (cf. Num 17,25),
PYR™12 - “heir” (cf. Gen 15,2), X*33"]2 - “a prophet”. Perhaps this image hides
an allusion to singing during work. Young girls working in the field or in the
vineyard used to sing during work. It has a special appeal during the harvest of
grapes in summertime. The vineyards could be filled with girls and their songs. It

% Cf. SCHOORS, The Preacher Sought to Find Pleasing Words (Part II), p. 462.

' Cf. Davis, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 311.

52 A detailed analysis of this expression is given by C. SEOW, Ecclesiastes. A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary, AB 18C, New York 1997, p. 357-359: IDEM, Qohelet’s Eschatological
Poem, p. 218-220.

%3 C£. General Introduction and Megilloth, p. 110*.

™ Cf. WHYBRAY, Ecclesiastes, p. 165; CRENSHAW, Qoheleth, p. 186f; IDEM, Youth and Old Age in
Qoheleth, p. 9.
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was also the sign of joy. The singing growing silent meant the end of harvest time.
Allegorical weakening of “all the daughters of song” may mean the time when
a person ceased to work or even that no fruit comes from it (in the sense of giving
life). Therefore, an old man whose eyesight and hearing fail him, hands trembling
and legs bent, remains in his own isolation.

Verse 5'

.n*ﬁxpoa pw; a:;pq m‘?w m3- 5:_5 n'ggca qﬁ)rr*;
They shall be afraid of height and fear shall come upon the road. The almond tree shall
blossom and locust shall grow heavy. and capers shall begin to break,
for man goes to the home of his eternity, and the mourners shall go about the streets.

The biblical wise man continues onto a description of an old man’s life. This
time, the outside area becomes the focus. The spatial structure of the poem is
clearly noticeable here. Beginning with a description of a person, Qohelet then
proceeds to a portrayal of a household, eventually stepping *“outdoors”. Doing so,
he shows the audience around a gallery of a kind, presenting to them images of old
age.

In Ecc 12,5, fear of walking down a road becomes the dominating subject. For
an elderly person, naturally sloped areas pose an obstacle®. An interesling ex-
pression appears here, namely RPN, It is a hapax legomenon™. Usually, it is
translated as “fear” The expression ‘[W'l: —“on the road” — infuses the noun with
a personal aspect. Fear will be present on the road as any other pedestrian. Most
probably, it calls for general, abstract imagery. It does not mean the fear of some-
thing from the outside (such as of lurking bandits), but rather a trepidation whether
the destination will be reached. As it was earlier discussed, strong “men shall bend
down” (cf. Ecc 12,3), that is, legs will no longer function properly. Here, this fact
is given a specific image. It is worth noting that in the Rabbinic exegesis the entire
phrase 772 RYQND was associated with constipation. Undoubtedly, this un-
pleasant condition is one of the aspects of old age. However, the noun 77 occurs
in parallel with 723 and it also is used in its literal sense.

The following examples are taken from wildlife, both fauna and flora. First,
'!Pg? — “the almond tree” is mentioned. Gen 43,11 lists it as one of the most pre-
cious products of the land inhabited by the clan of Jacob, although it refers rather
to the fruit of the tree It is used similarly in Num 17,23. It also appears in the vision
of Jeremiah (cf. Jer 1,11). All these texts refer to the almond tree as one which

% Cf. DAVIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 312.
% Cf. SCHOORS, The Preacher Sought 1o Find Pleasing Words (Part Il), p. 461f.
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bears fruit or blossom. The image contains therefore vitality and fertility. The al-
mond tree can reach 8 m in height. It is the first tree to blossom in the rainy season
(at the end of January), with flowers ranging from pink to pure white*’. This creates
a strong contrast with the whiteness of the blooming tree against the surroundings.
The action of the tree is expressed by the verb 'f'NJ"I derived from the root }"3J,
which conveys the idea of sparkling, shining, and in the Hifil conjugation — of blos-
soming’®. In Song of Songs it has the same meaning as in Ecc 12,5. The almond
tree blooming white with flowers in the verse discussed may be an allegory of hair
turning gray as one grows old®.

Next, the text mentions a locust. The insect is referred to by one of the nouns
denoting the species — 21 (cf. Lev 11,22; Num 13,33; Isa 40,22; 2Chr 7,13)%. It
most likely means the type of species which lives in large swarms and moves very
quickly, migrating from place to place. It used to be a massively destructive plague.
The arriving locusts used to devour everything around them, virtually destroying
fields, vineyards and orchards. For this reason it is compared to a consuming fire
(cf. Joel 2,3-5). According to Ecc 12,5, the locust is to grow heavy (‘7;99‘1). The

oot 930 in the Qal conjugation expresses the idea of bearing a burden — both
literally (cf. Gen 49,15) and metaphorically (cf. Isa 46,4.7; 53,4.11; Lam 5,7). In
reflexive passive conjugations, however, it gains the meaning “to become heavy”
(cf. Ps 144,14)*. The appeal of the image of “locust grown heavy” is thus very clear.
It is an allegory of the various parts of the human body, which become heavy in old
age. What used to be fit and fast as the locust, with the passing of years becomes
slower and heavier®?.

57 Cf. H. MOLDENKE, A. MOLDENKE, Plants of the Bible, Waltham 1952, p. 35-38; J. TREVER, Almond,
in: G. BUTTRICK (ed.), The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, v. |, Nashville - New York 1992, p. 86f;
L. JACOB, W.JACOB, Flora, in: D. FREEDMAN (ed.), The Anchor Bible Dictionary, v. 11, New York 1992,
p. 806.

8 Cf. . SCHOORS, The Preacher Sought 10 Find Pleasing Words. A Study of the Language of Qohe-
leth, OAL 41, Leuven 1992, p. 41f; General Introduction and Megilioth, p. 110.

¥ Cf. R. MURPHY, On Translating Ecclesiastes, CBQ 53 (1991), p. 571-579; GARRETT, Proverbs.
Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 342.

“ Cf. 1. THOMPSON, Translation of the Words for Locusts, BiTr 25 (1974), p. 405-411; Y. PALMON,
Locust, in: The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, v. II1, p. 144—148. The Targum translates 3J17 as
TNOR - “‘ankles”. The interpretation of “locust” an “ankles™ was known by Jerome, cf. General Intro-
duction and Megilloth, p. 110*; SCHOORS, The Preacher Sought to Find Pleasing Words (Pan 1I), p. 383.

 Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 687; KOEHLER, BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. 1, p. 741. A critical discussion about the verb (73110"1
and its ancient translations (LXX, Targ, Pe3, VIg) cf. General Introduction and Megilloth, p. 110*. In the
light of LXX this verb also can become from the root 230.

2 Cf. GARRETT, Proverbs. Ecclesiastes. Song of Songs, p. 342. GILBERT, La description de la vieil-
lesse, p. 105 — the author expresses an opinion that the matter could consist in the weakening of stomach
and digestive functions, which results in a feeling of heaviness and slowness.
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The last image from nature is 1131 2R. Again, it is a hapax legomenon®. In order
to state its definite meaning, ancient translations should be consulted. LXX trans-
lates this noun through h* ka,pparij, Vlg — capparis. On this basis, 731"2N is
identified as capers (Capparis spinosa). They are shrubs with deeply green leaves,
resistant to breaking and very flexible. They are very common on the rocks along
the Mediterranean Sea as well as in the cracks of the walls of Jerusalem. The plant
flourishes at night, it wilts during the day. Throughout most of the year capers only
have buds, which makes them seem dead or asleep. Only when the blooming season
arrives, they come to life. What happens with capers is depicted in Ecc 12,5 with
the verb 9DN. The root 7B denotes the idea of breaking. It very often refers to
the breaking of the covenant with God (cf. Lev 26,15; Deut 31,16; Isa 24,5; Jer
11,10) or denouncing His Law and commandments (c¢f. Num 15,31; Ps 119,126;
Ezra9,14). The verb also means devastation of relations between people (cf. 1 Kings
15,19; Zech 11,14) or thwarting someone’s plans (cf. Ezra 4:5; Neh 4,9; Job 5,12)%.
Nevertheless, its semantic field contains not only abstract nouns, but also specific
ones; hence the references to the destruction of earth (cf. Isa 24,19) and sea (cf. Ps
74,13). This is what Ecc 2,5 refers to. Capers, although flexible and infrangible,
will begin to break. The same happens to the members of the body of an old man.
They will grow weaker and more fragile, thus becoming prone to breaking. Again
the Targumic tradition and Rabbinic exegesis should be consulted here. Capers had
sexual connotations. Perhaps they were considered an aphrodisiac. Therefore, the
Targum of Qohelet interprets such breaking as the ceasing of sexual activity®.

It can be generally concluded that the allegorical depiction of old age employs
images of nature to show heaviness and slowness, which results from the weake-
ning or ceasing of the physical functions of the human body.

The second part of the poem in Ecc 12,5 abandons the allegorical portrayal of
old age in various images and explicitly states: ﬁ?ﬁ‘?ﬁﬁ n*;"ag; BIRA '1'?;'1’"3 -
“for a man goes to the home of his eternity” This statement is in stark contrast with
the previous part of the verse. Acordingly, if the almond tree, capers or locust live
in all seasons of the year, and their seasonal sleep is only a temporary state, after
which they fully return to life, for old age there is only one destination, namely
death. The phrase 1?3"?‘1!] P2 - “the house of his eternity”, means tomb. This is

) Cf. SCHOORS, The Preacher Sought 1o Find Pleasing Words (Part II), p. 455f. One could therefore
note that the language in Ecc 12:1-7 is very sophisticated, as it contains a large number of hapax lego-
mena words or those occurring in the OT several times.

% Cf. BROWN, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, p. 830; KOEHLER, BAUM-
GARTNER, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon, v. |, p. 974f.

% Cf. GILBERT, La description de la vieillesse, p. 105; CRENSHAW, Qoheleth, p. 188; IDEM, Youth
and Old Age in Qoheleth, p. 9.
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how the Targum translates and explains the expression: iT"F1123P N2 - “the house
of his tomb”. The verb W:’ (“tomb”) is associated with D"'ISJ M3 inPs 49,12, it
also appears in non-blbllcal texts, such as Egyptian, Punic or Palmyrene . Advancing
towards that place is expressed with the present participle of the Qal conjugation
of the verb derived from the root '|'77 It is one of the most common verbs in the
OT and refers to one of the most basic human activities, namely walking. The parti-
ciple form conveys a certain continuity and steadiness of the act of moving towards
this “home of eternity”. It is, therefore, the aim of the walking in a man’s life. Both
wisdom and the didactic character of the Book of Ecclesiastes is evident here. In
Heidegger’s phrase, the participle %leho expresses “existence towards death” The
“home of etemnity” itself indicates in turn the irreversible nature of human life.

The final part of Ecc 12,5 contains a reference to funeral mourners. It was a well
established institution in the Ancient Near East. Women, and sometimes also men,
were associated in a specific professional group, whose cries and wailing were in-
dispensable in the funeral rites®” Confirmation can be found in a number of OT
texts (cf. Jer9,16-18; 16,5-7; Am 5,16; Zech 12,10-14)%. This motif, as well as the
preceding phrase about going to “the home of eternity”, both introduces the subject
of the third, final part of the poem Ecc 12,1-7.

Verse 6:
3ma by pam fe2n 30 pOYTRS T W
#iarSe 51537 v manaSy 7o "3Em
Before the silver cord is severed®” and the golden bowl is broken,
the pitcher is shattered at the fountain and the wheel broken at the well.

The expression IR TV begins a new unit in 12,1-7. Following depictions of
old age in Ecc 12,1b and 2-5, Qohelet proceeds to discuss the final human neces-
sity, namely death. Again, he employs imagery from everyday life: lamp, pitcher
and well. Expressions FjO2i7 53?‘! — “silver cord” and 271117 n'7: - “golden
bowl” refer to a lamp. Although two images are used, in fact they constitute one

% Cf. F. PIOTT1, Osservazioni su alcuni usi paralleli extrabiblici nell’ ‘allegoria della vecchiaia’
(Qohelet 12,1-7), Be0 21 (1977), p. 126; CRENSHAW, Youth and Old Age in Qoheleth, p. 9; FREDERICKS,
Life’s Storms and Structural Unity, p. 126; S. BURKES, Death in Qoheleth and Egyptian Biographies
of the Late Period, SBLDS 170, Atlanta 1997, p. 90f.

87 Cf. M. SZMAIDZINSK], Starotestamentowe aluzje o ,,mationce Jahwe” [=The Allusions to “the Wife
of Yahweh” in the Old Testament], SLov 8 (2006), p. 330-333.

% Cf. DAVIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 314f. )
* The translation adopted the version the Qere. This is Nif'al imperfect of the root P17 instead of

P - Qal imperfect of PN Cf. A. SCHOORS, The Preacher Sought to Find Pleasing Words, p. 39f;
General Introduction and Megilloth, p. 111*.
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entity and one metaphor™. The nouns FJO2 and 2711 suggest that it is a valuable,

perhaps festive, lamp (cf. Zech 4,2f). It is quenched when the cord holding the flame
is severed. The fire, then, has nothing to burn on. The bowl, that is the oil container,

is broken, thus removing the supply which feeds the flame. Human life is also
associated with a lamp in Prov 20,27: “the spirit of a man is the lamp of the Lord”.
Therefore, when the cord is severed and the bowl is broken, the flame is quenched
and a man dies. It should be noted here that Qohelet uses nouns indicating valuable
metals (']DD and 3'11') This seems to emphasize the immense value of human life.

There is another meaning to be extracted from these images. The value of gold and
silver never diminishes, even with the passage of time. Similarly, “the golden bowl”
with “the silver cord” just before extinguishing, as a man before his death, is still
of high value, the highest in a sense. This style is typical of Qohelet, who even in
the most pessimistic situations and negative conditions can see the light of hope
and infuse reality with optimism.

The two following images refer to drawing water from a well, and — as the
lamp — they constitute one entity. The pitcher used to draw water is to be shat-
tered. As in the preceding images, the emphasis is placed not on the object itself,
but rather its function. Shattering the pitcher makes it impossible to draw water
which is essential for human life. The broken wheel, which was used to obtain water
from a deep well, evokes a similar effect. So both images can depict allegorically
the inevitability of death.

Verse 7:
TIED PO wyn 2
I YR OTORTOR 20RO
Then the dust will return to the earth as it was,
and the spirit will retum to God who gave it.

The analogy to the Book of Genesis is evident here. The text of Gen 2,7 says
that God formed man from dust (BY) of the ground and breathed into his nostrils
the breath (T137) of life. The noun IBY is sometimes used in the OT as a symbo-
lical reference to human carnal nature and very often indicates his earthly origin
(cf. Job 10,9), as well as physical weakness (cf. Ps 103,14). Gen 3,19 contains the
prediction of future death — man is to return (33) to his place, namely the ground.
Ecc 12,1 uses the root RM3, which brings to mind the so-called “first description
of creation of the world” (cf. Gen 1,1-2,4a). The discussed verse contains a reference

™ Cf. DAVIS, Ecclesiastes 12:1-8, p. 315; BARTON, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, p. 192;
WHYBRAY, Ecclesiastes, p. 167.
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to the “second description” (cf. Gen 2,4b-25). Thus, a composition intended by the
authoremerges, which provides a framework for Ecc 12,1-7. The opening contains
a reference to the very “beginning” (cf. Gen 1,1 and Ecc 12,1), while the conclusion
refers to the ending of man. (cf. Gen 3,19). Qohelet, however, enriches this earthly
fate of man with a new perspective. He goes further than e.g. Gen 3,19. Man for
him is not merely “dust™ which returns to the ground, but also the spirit which returns
to God. Along with the theological perspective’', hidden hope, characteristic for
Qohelet’s style, is present. In the nothingness which makes the dust return to the
ground, the wise man shows another value entirely.

5. Conclusion

Images emerging in the presented analysis place Qohelet’s understanding of
old age and death in a universal perspective. He speaks suggestively and compe-
tently, which implies experience in the matter, as he does so in an honest and
comprehensive manner, but without pessimism and hopelessness. The biblical wise
man, while addressing a youth, first and foremost wants to “familiarize” old age
and death. It is done by sharing the memory that everyone will go through these
experiences of the human condition. The awareness of death, with all of its ailments,
and death, as quenching, should accompany a man from young age. This is not to
be taken, however, as fear and desperation. On the contrary, it gives an opportunity
to live one’s life well, knowing what in a given period is nothingness and what
brings hope and gives optimism for the future. The awareness of “years in which
one has no pleasure” is what gives life — and, first of all, young age — full value.
Moreover, Qohelet shows the necessity of patience in sharing one’s experience and
knowledge with the young.

In conclusion, an issue may be raised — why does Qohelet, so literal in his Book,
employ allegorical language while speaking of old age and death? The answer
seems to be that in case of the final end of a man in his earthly dimension, a literal
approach is impossible. Such phrasing would cause frustration and feelings of
complete meaninglessness, whereas allegorical language is of enormous help in
a proper preparation for the arrival of this difficult period. Qohelet is aware that
no one and nothing is capable of reversing the course of events, and human life
inexorably leads to its final stage. Therefore, as a wise man, he makes an effort to

' Commentators are divided as to whether Ecc 12:7 speaks of immortality. It should be noted that
even though eschatological accents are absent here, it can be one of the first heralds of intuition, which
will develop in the youngest writings of the OT, to gain its final shape in NT.
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“familiarize” this fact through allegory which — with discretion and beauty, but
also realism — depicts it with appropriately selected images.

However, at the end this presentation it should be noted that the allegorical
interpretation of Ecc 12,1-7 has a faint point. This is a difficulty of “‘the anatomical
presentation”, because there is clear connection between all the imagery which
occurs in this poem, especially in Ecc 12,2-5. The world in Ecc 12,2 belongs to
a different field of the pictures which are described in Ecc 12,3-5. Moreover, there
is not any imagery in Ecc 12,5a. Therefore, though the allegorical interpretation is
really beautiful and it invites he reader to use his imagination, it should be said
very clear that it is only one possibility to read and comment this text.

Alegoria starosci i $Smierci — préba interpretacji Koh 12,1-7

STRESZCZENIE

Obrazy przywotane w prezentowane;j analizie pozwalaja zobaczyé czytelnikowi pojmo-
wanie starosci i $mierci przez Koheleta w perspektywie uniwersalnej. Méwi on o tym zagad-
nieniu w spos6b sugestywny i kompetentny, kt6ry potwierdza jego doswiadczenie. W uzytych
przez niego stowach—sformulowaniach nie mozna zauwazy¢ utraty nadziei czy pesymizmu.
Biblijny medrzec adresujac swoje stowa do mlodych, prébuje zaznajomié ich zdoswiadcze-
niem starosci i Smierci. Dzielac si¢ swoja pamigcia, wskazuje, ze kazdy czlowick przejdzie
drogg doswiadczen r6znych stanéw ludzkiej egzystencji. Swiadomosé $mierci i zwiazanych
z nig cierpien (choroby, dolegliwosci) — $mierci jako zgasnigcia powinna towarzyszy¢ lu-
dziom juz od najmtodszych lat. Swiadomosé ta nie powinna by¢ odbierana jako strach czy des-
peracja. Powinna by¢ odbierana na spos6b odwrotny. Winna stworzyé szanse¢ czlowiekowi,
by ten przemierzyt swoje Zycie droga dobra, by wiedzial, co w danym okresie Zycia jest mar-
noscia, a co nadzieja przynoszaca optymistyczne widoki na przysztosé. Swiadomos¢ wprze-
zycia lat bez szczgscia w przyszlosci”, czyli tego, co moze przyniesé los, jest wypetnieniem
wartosci Zycia miodych ludzi. Kohelet pokazat, ze dzielenie si¢ swoim doswiadczeniem i wie-
dza z mlodymi wymaga wiele cierpliwosci.

Konkludujac, nalezy zwréci¢ uwagg na jeszcze jedno zagadnienie. Ot6z warto postawié
pytanie: Dlaczego Kohelet tak dostowny w calej ksiedze uzywa tak alegorycznego jezyka
méwiac o starosci i $mierci? Odpowiedzia zdaje si¢ by¢ fakt korica ziemskiej egzystencji czlo-
wieka, do kt6rego nie da si¢ podejsc w spos6b dostowny. Takie bowiem wyrazenie tego stanu
mogloby przyczyni¢ si¢ do zalamania czlowieka i spowodowania u niego uczucia beznadziej-
nosci. W tym wypadku jezyk alegoryczny jest wielka pomoca w odpowiednim przygotowa-
niu czlowieka do nadejscia te) trudnej chwili. Kohelet jest $wiadomy, ze nikt i nic nie jest
w stanie odwréci¢ biegu wypadk6w zycia ludzkiego, ktére nieublaganie prowadza do jego
kofica. Za pomoca przenosni medrzec stara sig zaznajomi¢ innych z tym faktem. Przywotuje
wigc odpowiednie obrazy, rysujac je dyskretnie, z poczuciem pigkna i doza realizmu. Jed-
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nakze na zakorczenie tej prezentacji nalezy zaznaczy¢, ze alegoryczna interpretacja Koh
12,1-7 jest stabym punktem. Jest to trudno$¢ ,,prezentacji egzegetycznej”, poniewaz w przy-
toczonym fragmencie wyst¢puja nawiazania pomi¢dzy wszystkimi ukazanymi symbolami
(szczegblnie we fragmencie Koh 12,2-5). Swiat w Koh 12,2 nalezy do zupelnie réznego
rodzaju obrazéw, niz te, ktérych opis pojawia si¢ w Koh 12,3-5, co wigcej, w Koh 12,52 nie
ma zadnej symboliki. Mimo 2e alegoryczna interpretacja tego fragmentu rzeczywiscie posia-
da bardzo wysokie walory estetyczne i potrafi zachecic czytelnika do uzycia swojej wyobrazni,
to nalezy tutaj zaznaczy¢ bardzo jasno, e jest to jedyna mozliwo$¢ komentowania i czytania
tego tekstu na sposéb dostowny.



