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Term Limits

Rav Shimon Szimonowitz, Machon Aleh Zayis
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It is the minhag to read Eichah on the night of Tishah Bav. In
the times of the Rema, it was common practice to read it from
a chumash (Shut Rema 35), a practice that continues to this day
in many kehillos, but in Yeshivish circles the minhag is to read it
from a klaf. According to Maseches Sofrim (14:3), the berachah of
“al mikra megillah” should be recited. Although there are a number
of kehillos which do so, in most kehillos no berachah is recited (see
Rema, OC 490:9; Mishnah Berurah, ad loc., and 559:2). The Rema
(Shut Rema ibid.) suggests four justifications for this absence.
This article will focus on the propriety of the term "megillah" vis-
a-vis Eichah.

Nowhere in the Talmud Bavli is Eichah referred to as a megillah.
As a matter of fact, the only sefer of Tanach which the Bavli refers
to as such is Esther (See Bava Basra 14b, Rashash ibid., Sanhedrin
100a). The other four, commonly-described megillos — Shir
HaShirim, Rus, Koheles, and Eichah — are only referred to in that
way by the midrashim (e.g., Shir HaShirim Rabbah, parashah 1;
Koheles Rabbah, parashah 2; Yalkut Shimoni, Rus, 601; ibid., Eichah,
1000).

Rashi opens his peirush to Eichah with this formulation:
“Yirmiyah wrote Sefer Kinnos [the title consistently used by
Chazal for Eichah], which was the megillah burned by Yehoyakim.”
Within one sentence Eichah is called both a sefer and a megillah.
This should come as no surprise, for in the narrative referenced
(Yirmiyahu 36), it is repeatedly described as a “megillas sefer.”
Perhaps, though, there is a reason why Rashi starts with “sefer”
and then switches to “megillah.”

What is the distinction between a sefer and a megillah?

Technically, the term megillah refers to the parchment of the
book, while the term sefer refers to the words written on it. Yet,
since every book before the digital age appeared as a written text,
and therefore can be referred to as either a sefer or a megillah, it
needs to be explained when the term megillah is employed and
when the term sefer is preferred.

Perhaps it can be suggested that the term megillah is used for
an authoritative written work (nitan lekesivah) yet to be formally
incorporated into the biblical canon (Kisvei HaKodesh). A perfect
example would be Megillas Ta'anis, the first authoritative written
text after the closing of Tanach, as noted by Rashi in numerous
places (e.g., Shabbos 13b, s.v. Megillas Taanis).

Another example of such usage would be the Chamishah
Chumshei Torah themselves as they developed during the forty
years in the Midbar. The Bavli (Gittin 60a) cites an opinion that
their various passages were communicated to Moshe, recorded,
and publicized one megillah at a time (“megillah megillah nitnah”),
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and were only compiled into a cohesive work by the end of that
period. These megillos were authoritative works, but not yet Kisvei
HaKodesh.

With this it can be understood why the Bavli calls Esther
“Megillas Esther.” The Brisker Rov (Chiddushei Maran Riz HaLevi
al HaRambam, Hilchos Megillah 2:9) explains, that initially the
book of Esther achieved halachic distinction as a written text with
which to fulfill the mitzvah of its recitation on Purim. When it was
later inducted into the biblical canon, it took on the additional
distinction of being a sefer of the Kisvei HaKodesh.

According to the above, during the period that Esther was only
designated to be used for fulfilling the mitzvah of krias megillah,
but was not yet canonized, it was a megillah — an authoritative
written text yet to be recognized as Kisvei HaKodesh. Perhaps,
once it was already known as Megillas Esther due to its initial
function, it continued to be called as such even after it achieved
full canonical status. Alternatively, according to the Brisker Rov,
even after becoming part of Kisvei HaKodesh, it is still possible to
have a format of a megillah which can be used for krias megillah,
yet is not metamei yadayim (a characteristic reserved for Kisvei
HaKodesh). Therefore, Esther remained simultaneously a megillah
in one form and a sefer in another form.

A similar explanation can be offered for the development of the
term megillah vis-a-vis Shir HaShirim, Koheles, and Rus, but that
would be beyond the scope of this article. For the purpose of this
discussion, it will suffice to explain the term regarding Megillas
Eichah. As referred to above, Rashi adopts the position of Chazal
(Moed Katan 26a; cf. Ibn Ezra’s preface to his peirush to Eichah)
that the megillah burned by Yehoyakim was in fact three chapters
of what we know as Eichah. When Yirmiyahu instructed Baruch
ben Neriah to record these prophetic lamentations and read
them to the nation, there is no doubt that it was an authoritative
text which was “nitan lekesivah”- but not yet Kisvei HaKodesh.
At that juncture it was only a megillah. Only later, when it was
incorporated into Tanach did it become a full-fledged sefer.

This fits well with the precise wording of Rashi:
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In its final form it was a sefer, but, initially, when Yehoyakim
burned it, it was only a megillah.

Perhaps the reason why on Megillas Esther the berachah of
mikra megillah is universally recited is because, as explained based
on the Brisker Rov’s approach, Esther remained a megillah even
after achieving Kisvei HaKodesh status. Regarding the others,
even though they were once megillos, a term which was still
used in midrashim, it is questionable whether that wording is
appropriate in the berachah. Maseches Sofrim does deem the term
appropriate, but it is understandably debatable.
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