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Preface

“How do four people write one thesis?” Throughout our work, this was by far the
most common question posed to us by classmates, professors, friends, and family.
Indeed, what does it mean to write a collaborative thesis? How does one divide the work?
What gets done together? What makes more sense to complete alone? And how do
decisions get made in the first place? |

Neither we nor our advisors knew any of the answers to these questions when we
began. But with sufficient trust in each other, our advisors and the process in general, a
five week cycle eventually emerged out of experimenting with Ruth, the first megillah
M9 that we studied. This first trial involved not only research and writing, but the
mapping out of how sucﬁ a process might work. Each week consisted of working
together, four days, five hours each day. We found this cycle to be exciting and effective,

and applied it successfully to both Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs. These were the five

stages in each cycle:

Week 1:
" Collectively, we engaged in readings of the megillah 12> that included both
analysis of the Hebrew text as well as comparisons of various translations. This initial
reading (sometimes taking days) of the text led to many fascinating and heated debates,
rendering our passion for the text anew.

Using our notes from this reading, we were able to create a list of themes that we
felt emerged organically from the scroll. Now with a list of at least twenty themes, we
employed an exercise called “affinity grouping”: a process of arranging items that helps
to identify relationships among them, e.g. which are similar, complementary,
contradictory, etc. Ultimately, the process allowed us to select four distinct topics, on
which each of us would write. Our advisors helped focus, expand, and ultimately approve
our themes.
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Week 2:
We surveyed and studied traditional rabbinic sources on the scroll in groups of

two, or chevruta NN, although at the same location. Each group recorded any
material relevant to the four chosen themes. We then distributed bibliographical
secondary sources amongst the four of us, in preparation for week 3.

Week 3:

Each person individually researched and compiled an extensive collection of
notes and references, and insights about each of the four themes. Towards the end of this
week we ensured that each person was given all materials pertaining to her theme.
Finally, each person created an outline for an essay using both primary and secondary
research materials.

Week 4:

On the first day of the week, each person presented her outline to the group, and
was collectively offered supportive and critical feedback that helped to focus and
organize the direction of the work. The remainder of week was spent individually

writing themed essays.

@

Week 5: :
We conceived of, planned and created the “Learning Application pages” — both

collectively and in chevruta NOYIAN.

From our experience with the first cycle, it became clear which tasks were best carried

out individually, and which benefited the most from our collective creativity and talents.

It became clear after the fact, for example, that later stages of editing and revisions could

-

have been more meaningfully done in chevruta NWI2N, rather than individually.

So the answer to how these four people wrote one thesis is: with an appetite for
experiment and a tolerance for uncertainty. Upon reflection, we have realized a number
of vital ingredients that enabled our process not only to survive, but thrive. As in any
good relationship, our process was not without its tensions. The key to creatively

maintaining a collaborative culture was to have the tools to respond to anxiety in healthy
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ways. The following are what we found to be some of the most critical components in

creating and maintaining our collaborative culture:

Flexibility and what we call a “willingness to redirect”. There were many
moments when it became clear that we needed to change course, both individually
and collectively. This called upon each of us to have patience and trust in our

unfolding process.

Willingness and ability to live with creative disagreement, or machloket H2NN.
We are four different people, destined to disagree, and to disagree passionately. In
our safe and respectful learning environment, we were always free to challenge
one another. This was particularly important in guarding against losing one’s
unique sense of self amidst a collaborative process.

Investment beyond the product itself, to the welfare and support of each other as
whole people, with concerns beyond our project. Our sensitivity to one another

strengthened our relationships, and in turn, we believe, enhanced the depth and
passion of our project.

Equal commitment to both our goals of collaborative process and responsible
scholarship.

Recognizing our own limitations, celebrating each other’s strengths.

Trust of each other’s scholarship, work ethic, and commitment to the project.

This process has enhanced our professional and personal growth beyond a thesis. The

whole of our project is more important than any parts. We feel genuinely that our

learning, both in content and process, has already extended into many other areas of our

life.

When we began, our greatest aim was to engage in a meaningful thesis

experience. Indeed, rather than a potentially isolating, or at least private and individual

endeavor, the learning and reflection were made more public, open, collective. The four

of us launched ourselves into an intense little learning community that studied and ate

together almost daily (complete with a weekly schedule for cooking lunch for each
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other!). By working collaboratively, we gained some of the most exciting, dynamic and
profoundly integrative and deep learning that we have done at Hebrew Union College.
There was also a tremehdous sense of discovery -shared discovery- in our research, as we
put to work maﬁy of our tools and much of our training. The result was a synergy of
minds and spirits. Although it sounds unlikely, there was not one study session to which
any of us did not look forward. Our meetings were efficient, productive, enjoyable,
enriching, and often, exciting. This seemed like a process that could lead to a new kind of
authentic assessment for rabbinical training (and in our case, for educational training, as
well).

We know why we feel so fortunate. We are érateful to the Rabbinical School at
Hebrew Union College for providing us with our cherished tools of textual analysis and
for introducing us to vast worlds of Jewish tradition, We are indebted to the Rhea Hirsch
School of Education for the educational training necessary for learning how to dream up
‘'such a process, and for the training to dream in the first place. And to our beloved
advisors, Dr. Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Dr. William Cutter, who dared venture into
uncharted thesis territory, we would like to extend our heartfelt appreciation for sharing

their phenomenal expertise and brilliance. Your willingness and openness to experiment

with this thesis model made this possible. The healthy power differential between faculty

and student reflected its most fruitful potential; it was ethical, nurturing, and
academically guiding. We thank you both for believing in us, for committing your time to

the project, for all your generosity and patience, and for the respectful learning

atmosphere you helped us to create.




A Note on Translation, Transliteration,
and Sources

In general, we use the New Jewish Publication Society’s translation of the
Hebrew Bible. However, we do make two changes consistently. First, we change God’s
proper name from “Lord” to the Hebrew word “Adonai” or “YHVH” since YHVH is God’s
“proper name.”’ Second, we alter the translation to make it gender neutral in all
appropriate places. Also, because of the poetic nature of Song of Songs, we include
instead Chanah and Ariel Bloch’s translation. It seems to capture best the eloquence,
rhythm, and style of the Hebrew. We indicate any other variations in translation by using
footnotes. |

The transliteration of the Hebrew is phonetic.”> Whenever we use a Hebrew word
for the first time in an essay, the word appears first in translation, then transliteration,
then Hebrew. Additional occurrences of the same word in the same essay appear in
transliteration and Hebrew only. It is our hdpe that by deliberately using Hebrew in this
_way, our readers will increase their vocabulary in an organic way.

Our professors recommended many of the sources that we use in this book, and
we consulteci with them on other sources we discovered while researching. All of the
sources used in this book that were originally written in Hebrew are also available in

translation so that readers have the opportunity for further study, regardless of their

! YHVH is a particular name for God and, because it is important to differentiate it from other Hebrew
names of God, we have changed the NJPS translation.

2 Note also that the Hebrew for “Ecclesiastes” can be spelled either Kohelet or Qohelet. In our writing, we
use the former spelling. However, when we quote scholars who spell it differently, we preserve their
spelling. In addition, throughout this book, we refer to the Book of Ecclesiastes by its Hebrew name,

Kohelet.
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Hebrew fluency. Our work is grounded in two genres of source material, traditional and
modern. We use traditional sources because, in order to participate in the Jewish
conversation of the ages, we must first listen to the voices of our predecessors, and we

use modern sources because Judaism can benefit from exposure to contemporary ideas

and postmodern methods of analysis.
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Introduction




Why Read this Book?

We knew that we wanted to write something together before we knew what we
wanted to write. So what did we do? As four graduates of the Rhea Hirsch School of
Education, we began by articulating our goals for our rabbinic thesis, which later
developed into this book. Our main goal for this project was this:

To create a practical guide, grounded in scholarship, that
focuses on classical Jewish texts,
is helpful to both the lay and the professional Jewish community,
provides a new paradigm for thinking about a particular subject,

has both intellectual integrity and educational application, and
reflects our synergetic, creative, interactive process.

As the subject of this book, we chose the three so called “scrolls,” or megillot

™21, that connect with each of the three festivals of the Jewish year: Pesach, Shavuot,
and» Sukkot. Song of Songs, or Shir HaShirim DYPY PV, is read on Pesach; the Book of
Ruth, or Rut ™", is read on Shavuot; and the Book of Ecclesiastes, or Kohelet nonp, is
read on Sukkot.! The following introduction reflects upon the three main reasons we

selected this material:

1 They are missing from the curriculum of modern Jewish life.

2. They speak to concerns of our day.
3. They are exceptional in their aesthetic nature and their daring spirit.

Missing from Modern Curricula

We asked rabbis and educators, publishers and professors, classmates, families,

and friends: what is missing from your bookshelves? What did you always want to learn,




but never had the tools? Then we looked at our own bookshelves and at our own
religious education outside of rabbinical school, and asked: what did we learn in
rabbinical school that we had not learned earlier or elsewhere? What is missing from the
curriculum of modern Jewish life?

These three megillot ™2’)) are part of the traditional Jewish canon’® — the
Hebrew Bible, also called the Tanakh 7n.° Though the Talmud contains debates that
question the sacred character of Song of Songs and Kohelet their inclusion in the Bible
has not been questioned in our time. However, though they are part of the Jewish Bible
and thus aré considered central to Judaism, they are in practice peripheral to the lives of
most modern, liberal Jews — they are, as it were, outside the “canon” of modern Jewish
life. They are seldom taught in religious schools or in adult education classes, they are
not always read in synagogue on their appropriate festivals, and few books have been
written on them for the general public.

Why this neglect if the megillot ™M) are important enough to be part of our
Bible? On this, we can only specuiate. Instead, we would like to offer and respond to a
different question: Why shoﬁld the megillot 21 be restored to modern Jewish life?

Traditionally, as noted before, each of these megillot M50 is connected with
one of the three biblical pilgrimage festivals, the three regalim ©9)7. Song of Songs is

read on Pesach; the Book of Ruth is read on Shavuot; and the Book of Kohelet is read on

! Note that the book is organized in this order to follow the calendar year that begins with the first month of
Nissan. This order also reflects the order in which they are found in the Hebrew Bible.

2 «Canon” describes the adoption of specific works into the “official” body of literature, art, or music.
Criteria for selection of canon include the following: preservation of culture, fostering aesthetic value,

political or social goals, the subsuming nature of the work, personal taste, fostering memory, 1dent1fy1ng
with certain elements of society, and familiarity with the work.




Sukkot. There is no scholarly consensus as to why previous generations attached each
book to its festival. In fact, Hayyim Shauss audaciously wrote in 1938, “Of these five
books [the five Megillot], three [the Song of Songs, Ruth, and Kohelet] have no real
relation to the festivals on which they are read.” We beg to diﬁ‘er with Schauss,
believing that the connections between the regalim 937 and the megillot T30 are
significant. Throughout this book, we articulate some of our own thoughts about the
possible connections between the megillot M%) and the regalim 0¥, as well as some
ideas expressed by those who came before us. Regardless of why these connections
exist, the fact remains that they do. Thus, these three megillot TV comprise a unit,
and, given the status traditionally ascribed to the regalim 07X, a significant one at that.

It is also noteworthy that the traditional status of the regalim ©2)7 differs
markedly from the status ascribed to them today by many liberal Jews. In the Torah and
in rabbinic tradition, all three festivals were central to the rhythm of Jewish life and to the
practice of Judaism. Today, neither Sukkot nor Shavuot is widely celebrated and, thougﬁ
Pesach is celebrated by a large majority of North American Jews, it is not generally
celebrated in synagogue. The festivals have, in effect, been somewhat lost (to synagogue
life at least) in the modern world of liberal Jews.

We hope that by emphasizing the relationship between the regalim ©937 and the
megillot M2 throughout this book we inspire a simultaneous revival of both. Our dual

intention is first to draw inspiration from the megillot TY2*)) in order to revitalize the

3 The Tanakh XN is comprised of three collections: Torah, Prophets and Writings. The megillot
M9 are found in the Writings section. Throughout this book, the use of the word “Bible” refers to the

Hebrew Bible, or Tanakh JID.
* Hayyim Shauss, The Jewish Festivals, transl. Samel Jaffe (Cincinnati: UAHC Press, 1938)
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regalim ©9)7, and second, to draw on the importance of the regalim DY) to return the

megillot M2 to modern Jews. We see this as a dynamic and dialectical process.

Speak to Concerns of Our Day

Each of these three megillot MY speaks to central spiritual issues Iof our day.
Song of Songs speaks of love and sexuality; the Book of Ruth speaks to core questions of
belonging and community; the Book of Kohelet speaks to core questions of life’s
meaning and to what is really valuable in this world;. All of these issues are part of the
discourse of modern life and the search of modern religious' seekers. These megillot
M) allow a Jewish voice to be heard in those conversations and on those journeys.

Alongside the relevance of the content of this material, there is another concern of
the modern era to which this book responds: the desire for significant adult learning
opportunities. Judaism is in the midst of a religious revival of sorts, with many adults
Jooking for ways to expand and deepen their Jewish knowledge and Jewish practice. The
structure of this book, with its essays and application pages, is designed to respond to
those needs by providing an accessible yet sophisticated way to increase Jewish
knowledge and deepen Jewish practice.

Furthermore, we hope this book promotes a process of learning Torah’ that can be
applied to other books of the Bible and other Jewish holidays. In many ways, this book is

about empowerment — empowering Jews with the confidence and the tools to learn

Torah, and by learning it, to live it.

5 The word “Torah” is used to describe two things: 1) the first five books of the Tanakh “JIN and, as in this
case, 2) any part of the Jewish textual tradition.




Exceptional Character ‘,

Song of Songs, the Book of Ruth, and the Book of Kohelet are exceptional in
their character. One of the reasons we chose to write about them is because these three

|
|
megillot M2 — a love poem, a novella, and a philosophical reflection — represent !
three genres of literature at their best. They are, quite simply, in their language, content,

and depth, a pleasure to read.

Moreover, all three are, in their own way, darihg. Song of Songs defies the rest of |
the Bible in its theme and its language, in the way it waltzes with eroticism and love. The
Book of Ruth challenges us to think about “the other” with fresh eyes. The Book of ik

|
|
Kohelet makes us think about questions of meaning in a unique way. Together, then,

these three megillot M2 form an exceptional trio worthy of extended study. |




How to Use This Book

Disciples increase the teacher’s wisdom and
broaden his mind. The sages said, ‘Much wisdom 1
learned from my teachers, more from my
colleagues; from my pupils, most of all.” Even as a
small piece of wood kindles a large log, so a pupil
of small attainments sharpens the mind of his
teacher, so that by his questions, he elicits glorious
wisdom.” (Maimonides, Mishneh T orah)’

As Maimonides notes, the fruitful combination of teaching and learning
encourage important depth and growth in the course of study. Thus, in order to i{indle the
flame of both teacher and learner, we provide what we call “application pages” for the
learner and teacher. In each unit, after a themed essay, you will find four “application
pages”. These pages serve as a pedagogic complement to the essays. The four pages are
an opportunity for the reader to engage interactively in the traditional texts and the
themed essays. Recognizing that people learn in many different ways, we provide four
distinct ways to participate in this learning. Each page stimulates emotional, spiritual, and
intellectual connections to the text as well as the festival or chag . We hope that the

application pages provide a space for readers to apply his or her learning in various ways.
In these pages one can read a collection of voices from the past, complement the tradition
with one’s own distinctive insights into the text, and expand understanding of the text
through a variety of connections (i.e. Modern Hebrew poetry, Jewish literature, art and
photography). Finally, we provide a page that we hope will enhance your celebration of

4

the chag »n with new insights from the Song of Songs, Ruth, and Kohelet.

I [sadore Twersky. A Maimonides Reader. USA: Behrman house, Inc, 1972 (p. 70).




Each page focuses on a specific and important skill of Jewish learning. The goal A IS

then, is for you to expand your learning of the theme while simultaneously learning i
various skills necessary for Torah study. As readers study each page, we hope they will
inspire a growing relationship with the text, and the tradition. It is our aim to show how
one can learn Torah as Well as live Torah. With this in mind, we hope to deepen your : “
appreciation and observance of the festivals or, chagim DMN. We are certain that the |

textual skills and creative exercises theses pages fashion should enhance the quality of a fi

erson’s Jewish life as well as enrich experiences in the Jewish community.
p p y ‘




~M

What'’s the Question? What'’s the Conversation?
P9 WP 0 Mah Kasheh Li? M0 nWp M) Mah Kasheh Lanu?

These two application pages are based upon a uniquely Jewish process of text |
study. Namely, how do Jews read the Torah? By “how”, we don’t mean “quickly or
slowly”, “as bed-side reading or with a highlighter”. 'When we ask “how”, we seek to
uncover what might be the Jewish way to get into our text and its meanings. So, how do
Jews read the Torah? One way has been through “midrash.”

The word midrash’ is based on the Hebrew root d-r-sh, or W-7-7, which, in
Biblical times, meant the kind of asking and inquiring that one addressed to God when in
pain. However, once the Jewish bible was canonized, and it was understood that “God no
longer spoke to human beings directly,” this d-r-sh, or W-9-7, root became the basis for
the act of deep spiritual investigation, probing, seeking. Midtash literally means,

“searching, inquiring, or demanding”. The process of inquiry became one of study — but

it was a special kind of study, which included that emotional aspect of searching, of
probing. Judaism requires us to bring our whole selves to the text, and to respond. At its
best, midrash is a rich, often grueling and even heart-wrenching process. It is a living and
&xciting process adding not only to our understanding of and connection to Torah (in the
broadest sense), but as the text reflects back on the reader, also to ourselves, to our
Jewishness, and to our humanity. For two millennia, Jewish commentators like Rashi have
engaged in this “midrashic” process to shed light on the text through their personal lenses,
the lenses of their time and place, and through the lenses of their theological assumptions.

They relied on the text to shed light on the burning questions of the day.

! Midrash and commentaries are their own genre of Jewish literature. Both of these genres engage in the
same process; a process we call “midrashic.” It is this process to which we are referring.
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In contrast to modern western literature where inconsistencies, gaps, and dilemmas
may be considered a weakness, the midrashic process is often based precisely upon these
creative differences, upon “sacred argument,” or machloket noNN.  The midrashic

process addresses one over-arching reality of life: tension. Here, tension alludes to more

" than conflict. It refers far more broadly to wonderful worlds saturated with question

marks. Life pushes and pulls in various directions, inspiring these sometimes difficult,
sometimes exciting but always important tensions. Religious tensions. Cultural tensions.
Linguistic tensions. Social tensions. All tensions in which one quality actuaﬂy heightens a
contrary quality. Midrash translates these tensions into a process of questioning. It will
always gravitate to the question, contradiction, problem, inconsistency, curiosity. This is
what gives midrash its pulse. The two-word Hebrew phrase that captures all of this is,
simply, what is the ‘problem’? Ma Hakoshi? PPN ’ﬂ)i) in Hebrew (plural, kushiot
IPYP). “Problem” is also taken in the broadest, most fruitful and inspirational senses of
the term. In everyday life we ask Ma Hakoshi? P¥pn nn all the time: when we walk
down the street and see a crowd gathered, we ask Ma Hakoshi? P¥pn NN. When we are
ifi the midst of a conversation that jﬁst doesn’t feel right, we ask Ma Hakoshi?
PPN N1, Whenever things in our life- be they objects or emotions, concrete or abstract-
appear, disappear, or suddenly reappéar, we invariably ask: what’s going on here? Ma
Hdkoshi? PPN NN,

In classical rabbinic midrash this vital question is inspired by textual versions of
these phenomena- inconsistencies (disappearances), curious repetitions (reappearances),
gaps in time or logic, etc. Here, we ask: what are the kushiot YW that have struck us

collectively, as a people, in different places and times? or, Ma kasheh lanu?

- 10 -




MY NP NN In fact, we are about to see how classical midrashic kushiot YWY can be
organized into categories, which helps to identify and understand them. However, prior to
probing the kushiot NP that our tradition has been asking long before our time, we
must first orient ourselves to the text by asking: what is/are the koshi/kushiot
nYenpHYIP that strike/s me in this text? or simply, Ma Kasheh Li? P nwp M. We

submit that in order to make a text personally relevant, in order for it to have deep and

Jasting meaning, we must first name and appropriate our own questions, our own kushiot
nowp. It is of utmost significance that a Jewish reading of text embraces a certain
process of questioning, rather than any particular set of answers. These are the categories

that you will find listed on the Ma Kasheh Li? 292 NV N1 pages:

1. Is there superfluous language?
The rabbis believe that every word in the Bible is there for a precise purpose. When a word
seems repetitive and/or synonymous, the rabbis always justify the existence of each word.

2. Are there grammatical curiosities?
The rabbis respond to sentences with unexpected or incorrect grammar, such as unusual word
order, awkward prepositions, illogical sentences, inconsistent verb tenses, or unclear pronouns.

i 3. Are there theological or moral dilemmas?
E The rabbis identify moments that raise questions about God’s characteristics, God’s role in the
world, and how God is depicted in the Bible. They are also troubled by what seems to be
- breaches of moral or ethical conduct by God and/or human beings.

4. Are there gaps in the text?
The rabbis are also intrigued by what is not in the text. In other words, when feelings, time
spans, physical descriptions, conversations, etc. are not written in the text, they often fill in the

gaps.

5. Are there political or sociological issues?
The rabbis seek to render power dynamics among nations according to their worldview (e.g.
putting Israel or Judaism at the center). Moreover, questions of ethnicity, gender, class, etc.
prompt their investigation.

6. Are there any other difficulties, “kushiot/nyvip?”

2 Bibliographical information (including sources for translations of traditional commentators) for these
pages can be found in the specific bibliographies for each megillah 200,
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And it is the Torah, and all our texts that mediate the ongoing dialogue and
process for us — that make the process Jewish for us. In a sense, “how Jews read the
Torah” is by standing again, and again, and again, at Sinai, with our people, ourselves, and
God. This reading brings complications and blessings. This is the midrashic process. It is
an act of “critical faith”. When we confront life “midrashically,” we are asking: which
questions will we ask? What tensions will inspire us to respond creatively? Which
questions have more than one reasonable answer? What will we search for? Who are the
friends and study partners - the chevruta N3N - with whom we would like to engage in
such probing? This process continues to this day as we engage in our own midrashic

response to the question, “Ma Kasheh Li? P2 NP nnN.”
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What’s the Question?
M0 VP NN Mah Kasheh Li?

TEMPLATE

[INSERT BIBLICAL TEXT IN HEBREW HERE]
[INSERT BIBLICAL TEXT IN ENGLISH HERE]

In the box below, you will find a list of principles for interpreting Torah. For each
category, ask yourself: does this verse present a difficulty, a koshi »¢p? Ifyes,
please describe the koshi »vp.

1. Is there superfluous language?
The rabbis believe that every word in the Bible is there for its own purpose. When a word
seems repetitive and/or synonymous with another word, the rabbis always justify the existence of
each word. In the quote above, do you think any words seem repetitive and/or synonymous?

2. Are there grammatical curiosities?
The rabbis respond to sentences with unexpected or incorrect grammar, such as unusual word
order, awkward prepositions, illogical sentences, inconsistent verb tenses, or unclear pronouns.
In the quote above, is the grammar problematic?

3. Are there theological or moral dilemmas?
The rabbis identify moments that raise questions about God’s characteristics, God’s role in the
world, and how God is depicted in the Bible. They are also troubled by what seem to be breaches
of moral or ethical conduct by God and/or human beings. In the quote above, do you find any
theological or moral dilemmas?

4. Are there gaps in the text?
The rabbis are also intrigued by what is not in the text. In other words, when feelings, time spans,
physical descriptions, conversations, etc. are not written in the text, they often fill in the gaps. In
the quote above, do you find anything missing from the text?

5. Are there political or sociological issues?
The rabbis seek to render power dynamics among nations according to their worldview.
Moreover, questions of ethnicity, gender, class, etc, prompt their investigation. In the quote
above, are any of these kinds of issues relevant?

6. Are there any other difficulties, kushiot nyep?

i
!
I
i
I
I
I

Write a creative response, a possible answer, to the koshi >¢p that you find most
interesting.
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What'’s the Conversation?
MY VP N Mah Kasheh Lanu?

TEMPLATE

[INSERT BIBLICAL TEXT IN HEBREW HERE]

[INSERT BIBLICAL TEXT IN ENGLISH HERE]

Insert
Commentator
Here

Insert Commentator Here

BIOGRAPHY & REFERENCE

INSERT BIOGRAPHICAL & REFERENCE
INFORMATION HERE
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What’s the Connection?
7WPN NN Mah HaKesher?

Torah is not meant to be lived
only in occasional moments and particular places.

“You shall speak of them in your home and on your way, when you li¢ down and
when you rise up” (Deuteronomy 6:7). This famous verse from Deuteronomy, a verse we
say every day in the Shemah YV p’rayer, points to a fundamental truth about Judaism:
Torah can be encountered in every moment and in every place. In a famous midrash on
Psalm 95, Rabbi Joshua asks Elijah when the Messiah will come. Elijah sends him to the
Roman city gate where the Messiah is seated. Rabbi Joshua goes there, finds the Messiah
and asks him, “When will you come?’ The Messiah answers him, “Today.” Rabbi
Joshua returns to Elijah and reports that the Messiah obviously lied to him. Elijah
responds to Rabbi Joshua saying, “When he told you ‘today’ he was quoting the first
word of a verse that goes on to say, ‘If you will hear God’s voice.” (Psalms 95:7)”
(Babyloman Talmud, Sanhedrin 98a). In Many ways, Elijah’s words to Rabbi Joshua

stand before us today as a challenge: can we hear God’s V01ce‘7 Are we even listening?

=1

Mah HaKesher? 71 M1 invites us listen for Torah, for God’s voice, in the

world around us — the worlds of art and poetry, philosophy and even popular culture —
and in the experiences of our own lives. Life informs our understanding of Torah and

Torah informs our understanding of our lives. They are conversation partners and we are

their matchmakers.

“Mah Hakesher?” “?Wwpn Ny literally means, “what is the connection?” In a

box on the top of each Mah Hakesher 7WPN m page you will find a text that has no
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explicit connection to Song of Songs, the Book of Ruth, or the Book of Kohelet. Itis a

text (e.g. poem, art) that you might encounter somewhere in the wider world. These texts

have been chosen because they reflect on the megillot ™" and, more specifically, on

particular themes within them. Likewise, the megillor M2 reflect on these unrelated

texts. With Mah Hakesher 2% NN, we ask three questions:

1.

What is the connection between the Mah HaKesher WP N1 text and the
megillah 9%H? When addressing this question, it might be helpful to think
about how it is similar to and different from the theme as it is developed in the

megillah TWOMNN?

What is the connection between the Mah HaKesher 99PN NN text and the
festival to which the megillah ™) is connected? In this case, try
thinking about how the theme plays out on the festival and how the festival
might be enhanced by the meanings imbedded in the Mah

HaKesher 7PN NN text.

What is the connection between the MahHaKesher 99PN NN text and
your own life? When considering this question, think about how the theme
emerges in your life story. Your task is to think of something from your own
experience that, in some way, connects with the theme of the book. In other
words: what might you put in a blank box at the top of the page? After having
done so, return to the first two questions and ask: how does your text connect
to the megillah Mm>»»0? How does your text connect to the festival?

After engaging these questions in this way, we hdpe that you will find echoes of the

-t

megillot 9 all around you and that you will begin to hear words of Torah in the

unexpected times and places.
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What'’s the Connection?
WP NN Mah HaKesher?

Below you will find a picture [or poem, song, story, excerpt] that relates to
the theme of [insert theme]. It is one of many possible ways to encounter the
theme in our world.

Insert Picture [or poem, song, story, excerpt]

D wpn nn NNY PN NN
Mah HaKesher to the Mah HaKesher to the
Book of [Ruth, Festival:
Kohelet, Song of What connections do you
Songs]: find between the picture

What connections do

above and the festival?

e [Ruth, Kohelet ot Song

you find between the
picture above f[or
other] and the Book of

Now is your chance to draw from your own experience and identify
something you have encountered in your world (a conversation, an article in
the newspaper, a story, a road trip, etc.) that connects to the book of Ruth [or
Kohelet or Song of Songs]. How does your encounter shed light on the book
of Ruth [or Kohelet or Song of Songs] and the holiday of Shavuot [or
Sukkot or Pesach]?
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What’s Our Contribution?
7300 VWP NN Mah Kishut HeChag?

We often understand Judaism as a pediatric religion because Judaism has a lot to
offer children in terms of holiday celebrations. It is certainly wonderful that in religious
schools throughout the country, young children decorate Sukkot, make Israeli flags and
miniature Torahs on Simchat Torah, and plant trees on Tu’Bishvat. ~ Although Jewish
adults can participate in all of these activities, many desire deeper knowledge and richer
experiences.

Although most Jewish adults feel competent in their chosen fields, when it comes
to Jewish knowledge, many feel less competent because Jewish learning and gxperiences
ended at age thirteen. At the same time Jewish adults in North America seem to be
searching for ways to make life more meaningful. Many are involved with meditation
groups through a local yoga center or find non-Jewish spiritual retreats because Jewish
resources seem foreign. The fourth application page attempts to add meaning to the
holiday celebrations through the lens of the scroll.

- Unlike the other three application pages, this one differs for each theme, so we do
not include a sample template. The page is titled “What’s Our Contribution?
NN VWP N Mah Kishut HeChag?”' The common link is that each page uses the
given theme as a springboard for enhancing the holiday. We invite you to engage in new
rituals, to compose journal exercises, to create new liturgy, and to do even more asa way
to deepen your own sense of spirituality during the holidays. We hope the meaning you

gain will serve you on your journey throughout the entire year.

! This phrase literally means “how is the holiday embellished or decorated.”
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What to Do with This Book

In the introduction, we have offered a rationale for (re-) introducing these megillot
M9 in modern Jewish life and we have suggested reasons for them to be (re-)
integrated into your everyday life. Now, we send you on your way through them with

hopes that you will discover for yourself more reasons to read the megillot 7)1 and to

love them.
You might choose to:

¢ Find a study partner and select one theme for each holiday." As the holiday
approaches, read the essay and then go through the application pages together. This
process can be repeated for three more years until you have completed the book.
After that, you can come up with your own themes and do it yourselves!

e Organize a day of learning for your community in preparation for a holiday. As part
of the day, offer study groups that address each of the themes through minj-lessons
based on the essays. Use the application pages for enrichment.

e Gather together a small group to learn the texts with a teacher. Bring in a Jewish
educator, rabbi, or lay leader to guide you on your way through one theme for each
holiday.

o If you are familiar with these megillor M>*)0, you may use this book as a resource to
.. help you prepare for teaching a class before or during each of the holidays.

Whatever way you choose to engage this material, we hope that you enjoy learning it and

grow from your encounters with it.

! The essays are written in a fashion to make this option user-friendly. Therefore, the first time you
encounter an author in each particular essay, we introduce the author and include complete bibliographical
information,
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Introduction:
Scroll of Song of Songs
D PYN DXPY NN




——

Love poetry. Lyrical expression that has inspired generations. In the Bible, the
Song of Songs is the embodiment of this genre. It is the poetic dialogue of a pair of
lovers — their moments of searching for one another, of finding one another, of delighting
in one another. Readers have the opportunity to see the world through their eyes and, at
times, to see them through the eyes of the world. Their story is one of courtship, but
there is no simple plot. The lovers wander through the world and we, their readers, are

invited to wander with them as they discover each other, and in doing so, reveal many

wonders of love.

Literary Aspects

It is not easy to identify the literary structure of Song of Songs. Whereas with
other books of the Bible, the structure of a book or story can be helpful in trying to
discern its possible meanings, that is not necessarily the case with the Song. In the
Song’s case, precisely this lack of a coherent structure may define it and help to discern
its meaning. As Michael Fox explains, “When all the data are registered, the Song
presents not a neat schema of interconnections, not an overall schematic design, but a
tangle of parallels, cross-references, and echoes.” He continues,

...to compensate for the looseness of structure, the poem
achieves a unity through coherence of thematic and verbal
texture. The Song takes a single romance and turns it
around and around like a gem, displaying all its facets. The

reader finally sees the gem as a whole, and the order in
which the facets were shown does not much matter.?

! Michael V. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs (Madison: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 1985) 209.
2 Fox 226.
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Francis Landy assents by saying, “There is no ‘story’ in the Song, no truth, only a set of
anecdotes, hovering between reality and a dream, that exemplify the relationships of il
lovers.” The very absence of an overall structure® sets the Song apart from much of the ;iii'

L rest of the Bible and is one of its unique, and perhaps defining, characteristics.

It has been proposed that the genre of the Song is a drama, an idyll, an anthology,

[ or a unified song.” Marcia Falk, for example, understands it to be a collection of love z
r poems, whereas Ariel Bloch and Chana Bloch sees it as a play with two main characters “

and two choruses. The majority view at this point appears to be that the Song is a love

e

e

poem, not unlike the love poetry of ancient Egypt or ancient Sumer.® This most general

classification as a love poem “has the advantage of emphasizing the themes and motifs

—————,

that are not only the common stock of the Song’s poetry but are expressive of universal

human experiences of love.”’

e

Historical Aspects

There are two main questions with regard to its historical setting: who wrote the

Song and when? There is no clear answer to either question. Tradition ascribes the Song

i to King Solomon, per the superscription that says, “The Song of Songs which is

Solomon’s” (Song 1:1) and the wealth and luxury portrayed throughout the Song |

I 3 Francis Landy, “The Song of Songs,” The Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. Robert Alter and Frank

Kermode (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987) 316.
* Note, though, that the absence of a structure does not mean the absence of discrete units. Rather, the

> Song is replete with such literary units. However, the units do not coalesce into a complete, coherent

structure.
5 Marvin H. Pope, Song of Songs: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, volume 7C of |

? The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1977) 34.
6 Qumerian civilization flourished from 3000-2000 BCE. Note also that Jove poetry is a different genre ‘

than wedding poetry.
) 7 Roland E. Murphy, The Song of Songs: A Commentary on the Book of Canticles (Minneapolis: Fortress

Press, 1990) 60.
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(characteristics of Solomon’s time). That most literal reading, however, is challenged by
current scholarship.® Both Michael Fox and the Blochs assert that the book’s final shape
was probably formed late, most likely in the post-exilic period and, more specifically, in
the Hellenistic period.” Marvin Pope articulates the ambiguity of the book’s date when
he writes, “The dating game as played with biblical books like Job and the Song of
Songs, as well as with many of the Psalms, remains imprecise.... There are grounds for
both the oldest and the youngest estimates.”’’ We would suggest as well that the
indeterminate date, like the indeterminate structure, might be the work of a masterful poet
trying to communicate, as Fox says, that “the events [the Song] describes are not of a
particular time.”!! The Song could be placed anywhere and anyone can read him or
herself into its story.

These thoughts notwithstanding, there are two things we can say with relative
certainty about the Song. First of all, fragments of the Song were found at Qumran, so
we can be sure that it attained some status before the first century C.E."? In addition, the
first definite reference to the Song in rabbinic literature is in the Mishnah so we can
assume, again, that it had secured a place in the canon by 100 C.E." Second, the Song

-

shares some common characteristics with ancient Egyptian love poe‘u’y14 and ancient

8 Instead of reading the superscription ( 1:1) as an indication Solomon’s authorship, it could alternately be
understood as, for example, being dedicated to him or about him.

9 Ariel Bloch and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary
(New York: Random House, 1995) 23, 25, 97 and Fox 190. The first exile occurred in 586 BCE, and the
post-exilic period is dated from the late 4™ century BCE to the 1* century BCE.

2 Pope 27.

1 Fox 191.

12 Fox 189.

1> Murphy 6.

1 Fox
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Sumerian love poetry">, as well as possibly with ancient Indian poetry.'® This indicates
that the Song likely had a long pre-history.

The identity of the author of the Song is similarly mysterious. If it was not
Solomon, as most scholars now agree, then we do not know who wrote it. Andre

LaCocque, in his book Romance She Wrote, advances the unusual suggestion that a

woman wrote the Song of Songs. All suggestions, however, remain hypotheses at this

point and it is likely that the author of the Song will remain unknown.

15 Murphy 48.
16 pope 27-33.
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Introduction to Pesach

“In each and every generation, it is incumbent upon each person to see

him/herself as if s/he personally went out from Egypt”
' (Mishnah Pesachim 10:5).

Song of Songs is traditionally read on the festival of Passover, known by its
Hebrew name Pesach N09." Pesach' invites us, through its stories and rituals, to re-
experience the Jewish people’s liberation from Egyptian slavery. At the ceremonial
meal, or seder 710, that begins the festival, we journey with the children of Israel from
slavery to freedom, or me-avdut l’cherut mMINY M Tayn, as they — and we — move from
the shackles of slavery to the songs of freedom. Throughout the days of the festival, we
eat unleavened bread, or martzah N8, that recalls the food our ancestors ate as they made
this historic passage. And then, by counting the Omer, the 49 days between Pesach and
Shavuot, we continue traveling with them from the shores of freedom to the moment of
revelation at Mount Sinai: from redemption to revelation, from serving Pharoah to
serving God. By seeing ourselves as if we went out from Egypt alongside our ancestors,
we become more than onlookers to our past. We bring that past into the present. We

g

become participants in our own story.

Pesach is fundamentally about redemption and freedom. Like the other festivals,
or regalim D7), however, it is .also about connecting with the cycles of nature. Pesach
celebrates spring and with it, the rebirth of the land. Like the children of Israel who pass
through the split seas to a new life of freedom, so too the rains allow new life to burst

through the ground after the barrenness of winter,

17 pesach NOS comes from a Hebrew root that means “to pass over.” The name of the holiday therefore
indicates that God “passed over” the houses of the Israelites during the night of the terrible tenth plague:.
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“You shall observe the [Feast of] Unleavened Bread, for on this very day I
brought your ranks out of the land of Egypt; you shall observe this day throughout the | |
] )

ages as an institution for all time” (Exodus 12:17). As part of the observation of this day, b

L the Rabbis decreed that Song of Songs be read. They understood the Exodus from Egypt

to be an expression of God’s great love for Israel, a love that is embodied in the words of |

F the Song. The period of the Exodus, beginning with Pesach, and moving towards

Shavuot, is the period of courting between God and Israel, only to reach fulfillment at ¥
i v Mount Sinai 50 days later. On Pesach, the children of Israel meet their Lover.

Please refer to the festivals bibliography on page 340 where you will discover a

i . . . .
: vast array of classical and modern midrashim and commentaries about all aspects — .

practices, beliefs, and history — of the three pilgrimmage festivals, Pesach, Shavuot, and

Sukkot.

1 Pesach MDY comes from a Hebrew root that means “to pass over.” The name of the holiday therefore
indicates that God “passed over” the houses of the Israelites during the night of the terrible tenth plague.

T g
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The Song of Songs’

Chapter 1
s Solomon’s. 2 Kiss me, make me drunk with your kisses!
Your sweet loving is better than wine, 3 you are fragrant, you are myrrh and aloes. All
the young women want you. 4 Take me by the hand, let us run together! My lover, my
into his chambers. We will laugh, you and I, and count each kiss,

king, has brought be i
better than wine. Every one of them wants you. 5 I am dark, daughters of Jerusalem,

and I am beautiful! Dark as the tents of Kedar, lavish as Solomon’s tapestries. 6 Do not
see me only as dark: the sun has stared at me. My brothers were angry with me, they
made me guard the vineyards. 1 have not guarded my own. 7 Tell me, my only love,
where do you pasture your sheep, where will you let them rest in the heat of noon? Why
should I lose my way among the flocks of your companions? 8 Loveliest of women, if
you lose your way, follow in the tracks of the sheep, graze your goats in the shade of the
shepherds’ tents. 9 My love, I dreamed of you as a mare, my very Own, among Pharoah’s
chariots. 10 Your cheekbones, those looped earrings, that string of beads at your throat!
11 1 will make you golden earrings with silver filigree. 12 My king lay down beside me
and my fragrance wakened the night. 13 All night between my breasts my love is a
cluster of myrrh, 14 a sheaf of henna blossoms in the vineyards of Ein Gedi. 15 And you,
my beloved, how beautiful you are! Your eyes are doves. 16 You are beautiful, my king,
and gentle. Wherever we lie our bed is green. 17 Our roofbeams are cedar, our rafters

fir.

1 The Song of Songs which i

Chapter 2
1 I am the rose of Sharon, the wild lily of the valleys. 2 Like a lily in a field of thistles,
such is my love among the young women. 3 And my beloved among the young men is a
branching apricot tree in the wood. In that shade I have often lingered, tasting the fruit.
4 Now he has brought me to the house of wine and his flag over me is love. 5 Let me lie
among vine blossoms, in a bed of apricots! I am in the fever of love. 6 His left hand
beneath my head, his right arm holding me close. 1 Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to me
by the gazelles, by the deer in the field, that you will never awaken love until it is ripe. 8
The voice of my love: listen! Bounding over the mountains toward me, across the hills. 9
My love is a gazelle, a wild stag. There he stands on the other side of our wall, gazing
between the stones. 10 And he calls to me: Hurry, my love, my friend, and come away!
}1 Look, winter is over, the rains are done, 12 wildflowers spring up in the fields. Now
is the time of the nightingale. In every meadow you hear the song of the turtledove. 13
The fig tree has sweetened its new green fruit and the young budded vines smell spicy.
Hurry, my love, my friend come away. My dove in the clefts of the rock, in the shadow

! This translation follows that of Ariel Bloch and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs: A New Translation
(New York: Random House, 1995). According to their reading, everything in italics is spoken by the
young woman; everything in Roman is spoken by the young man; everything in italics is spoken by the

: «d?ughte?rs of Jerusalem; and everything in Roman is spoken by the brothers. These typefaces are helpful in
: dlscem{ng. the various voices in the Song, though there is by no means scholarly consensus about the voices
:_E‘md the{n lines. This is one valuable suggestion, put forth by Bloch and Bloch, but it is important to

- recognize that there are other possibilities.
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of the cliff, let me see you, all of you! Let me hear your voice, your delicious song. I
love to look at you. 15 Catch us the foxes, the quick little foxes that raid our
vineyards now, when the vines are in blossom, 16 My beloved is mine and I am his.
He feasts in a field of lilies. 17 Before day breathes, before the shadows of night are
gone, run away, my love! Be like a gazelle, a wild stag on the jagged mountains.

Chapter 3

1 At night in my bed I longed for my only love. I sought him, but did not find him. 21
must rise and go about the city, the narrow streets and squares, till I find my only love. 1
sought him everywhere but could not find him. 3 Then the watchmen found me as they
went about the city. “Have you seen him? Have you seen the one I love?” 4 I had just
passed them when I found my only love. I held him, I would not let him go until I brought
him to my mother’s house, into my mother’s room. 5 Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to
me by the gazelles, by the deer in the field, that you will never awaken love until it is ripe.
6 Who is that rising from the desert like a pillar of smoke, more fragrant with myrrh
and frankincense than all the spices of the merchant! 7 Oh the splendors of King
Solomon! The bravest of Israel surround his bed, threescore warriors, 8 each of them
skilled in battle, each with his sword on his thigh against the terror of night. 9 King
Solomon built a pavilion from the cedars of Lebanon. 10 Its pillars he made of silver,
cushions of gold, couches of purple linen, and the daughters of Jerusalem paved it with
Jove. 11 Come out, O daughters of Zion, and gaze at Solomon the King! See the crown
his mother set on his head on the day of his wedding, the day of his heart’s great joy.

Chapter 4
1 How beautiful you are, my love, my friend! The doves of your eyes looking out from
the thicket of your hair. Your hair like a flock of goats bounding down Mount Gilead. 2
Your teeth white ewes, all alike, that come up fresh from the pond. 3 A crimson ribbon
your lips — how I listen for your voice! The curve of your cheek a pomegranate in the
thicket of your hair. 4 Your neck is a tower of David raised in splendor, a thousand
~ bucklers hang upon it, all the shields of the warriors. 5 Your breasts are two fawns, twins
..of a gazelle, grazing in a field of lilies. 6 Before day breathes, before the shadows of
" night are gone, I will hurry to the mountain of myrrh, the hill of frankincense. 7 You are
all beautiful, my love, my perfect one. 8 Oh come with me, my bride, come down with
me from Lebanon. Look down from the peak of Amana, look down from Senir and
Hermon, from the mountains of the leopards, the lions’ dens. 9 You have ravished my
heart, my sister, my bride, ravished me with one glance of your eyes, one link of your
necklace. 10 And oh, your sweet loving, my sister, my bride. The wine of your kisses,
the spice of your fragrant oils. 11 Your lips are honey, honey and milk are under your
tOpgue, your clothes hold the scent of Lebanon. 12°An enclosed garden is my sister, my
bride, a hidden well, a sealed spring. 13 Your branches are an orchard of pomegranate
tl:ees heavy with fruit, flowering henna and spikenard, 14 spikenard and saffron, cane and
cinnamon, with every tree of frankincense, myrrh and aloes, all the rare spices. 15 You
are a fountain in the garden, a well of living waters that stream from Lebanon. 16 Awake,
north wind! O south wind, come, breathe upon my garden, let its spices stream out. Let
- my lover come into his garden and taste its delicious fruit.




Chapter 5

{ 1 have come into my garden, my sister, my bride, 1 have gathered my myrrh and my
spices, [ have eaten from the honeycomb, I have drunk the milk and the wine. Feast,
friends, and drink till you are drunk with love! 2 I was asleep but my heart stayed awake.
Listen! My lover knocking: “Open, my sister, my friend, my dove, my perfect one! My
hair is wet, drenched with the dew of night.” 3 “But I have taken off my clothes, how can
] dress again? 1 have bathed my feet, must I dirty them?” 4 My love reached in for the
Jatch and my heart beat wild. 5 I rose to open to my love, my fingers wet with myrrh,
sweet flowing myrrh on the doorbolt. 6 I opened to my love but he had slipped away.
How I wanted him when he spoke! I sought him everywhere but could not find him. 1
called his name but he did not answer. 7 Then the watchmen found me as they went
about the city. The beat me, they bruised me, they tore the shawl from my shoulders,
those watchmen of the walls. 8 Swear to me, daughters of Jerusalem! If you find him
now you must tell him I am in the fever of love. 9 How is your lover different from any
other, O beautiful woman? Who is your lover that we must swear to you? 10 My
beloved is milk and wine, he towers above ten thousand. 11 His head is burnished gold,
the mane of his hair black as the raven. 12 His eyes like doves by the rivers of milk and
plenty. 13 His cheeks a bed of spices, a treasure of precious scents, his lips red lilies wet
with myrrh. 14 His arm a golden scepter with gems of topaz, his loins the ivory of
thrones inlaid with sapphire, 15 his thighs like marble pillars on pedestals of gold. Tall
as Mount Lebanon, a man like a cedar! 16 His mouth is sweet wine, he is all delight.
This is my beloved, and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem.

| Chapter 6
1 Where has your lover gone, O beautiful one? Say where he is and we will seek him
with you. 2 My love has gone down to his garden, to the beds of spices, to graze and
gather lilies. 3 My beloved is mine and I am his. He feasts in a field of lilies. 4 You are
beautiful, my love, as Tirzah, majestic as Jerusalem, daunting as the stars in their courses.
5 Your eyes! Turn them away for they dazzle me. Your hair is like a flock of goats
bounding down Mount Gilead. 6 Your teeth white ewes, all alike, that come up fresh
~from the pond. 7 The curve of your cheek a pomegranate in your thicket of hair. 8
Threescore are the queens, fourscore the king’s women, and maidens, maidens without
number. 9 One alone is my dove, my perfect, my only one, love of her mother, light of
her mother’s eyes. BEvery maiden calls her happy, queens praise her, and all the king’s
women: 10 “Who is that rising like the morning star, clear as the moon, bright as the
blazing sun, daunting as the stars in their courses!” 11 ThenI went down to the walnut
grove to see the new green by the brook, to see if the vine had budded, if the pomegranate
tr;es were in flower. 12 And oh! Before I was aware, she sat me in the most lavish of
chariots.

Chapter 7
1 Again, O Shulamite, dance again, that we may watch you dancing! Why do you gaze
at the Shulamite as she whirls down the rows of dancers? 2 How graceful your steps in
those sandals, O nobleman’s daughter, The gold of your thigh shaped by a master
craftsman, 3 Your navel is the moon’s bright drinking cup. May it brim with wine!




Your belly is a mound of wheat edged with lilies. 4 Your breasts are two fawns, twins of
a gazelle. 5 Your neck is a tower of ivory. Your eyes are pools in Heshbon, at the gates
of that city of lords. Your proud nose the tower of Lebanon that looks toward Damascus.
6 Your head crowns you like Mount Carmel, the hair of your head like royal purple. A
king is caught in the thicket. 7 How Wonde,rful you are, O love, how much sweeter than
all other pleasures! 8 That day you seemed to me a tall palm tree and your breasts the
clusters of its fruit. 91 said in my heart, let me climb into that palm tree and take hold of
its branches. And oh, may your breasts by like clusters of grapes on a vine, the scent of
your breath like apricots, 10 your mouth good wine — that pleases my lover, rousing him
even from sleep. 11 I am my lover’s, he longs for me, only for me. 12 Come, my beloved,
Jet us go out into the fields and lie all night among the flowering henna. 13 Let us go
early to the vineyards to see if the vine has budded, if the blossoms have opened and the
pomegranate is in flower. There I will give you my love. 14 The air is filled with the
scent of mandrakes and at our doors rare fruit of every kind, my love, I have stored away

for you.
Chapter 8

1 If only you were a brother who nursed at my mother’s breast! I would kiss you in the
sireets and no one would scorn me. 2 I would bring you to the house of my mother and
she would teach me. I would give you spiced wine to drink, my pomegranate wine. 3 His
left hand beneath my head, his right arm holding me close. 4 Daughters of Jerusalem,
swear to me that you will never awaken love until it is ripe. 5 Who is that rising from
the desert, her head on her lover’s shoulder! 6 There, beneath the apricot tree, your
mother conceived you, there you were born. In that very place, I awakened you. 6 Bind
me as a seal upon your heart, a sign upon your arm, for love is fierce as death, its
jealousy bitter as the grave. Even its sparks are a raging fire, a devouring flame. T
Great seas cannot extinguish love, no river can sweep it away. If a man tried to buy love
with all the wealth of his house, he would be despised. 8 We have a little sister and she
has no breasts. What shall we do for our sister when suitors besiege her? 9 If she is
a wall, we will build a silver turret upon her. If she is a door, we will bolt her with
beams of cedarwood. 10 I am a wall and my breasts are towers. But for my lover I am a
city of peace. 11 King Solomon had a vineyard on the Hill of Plenty. He gave that
vineyard to watchmen and each would earn for its fruit one thousand pieces of silver. 12
My vineyard is all my own. Keep your thousand, Solomon! And pay two hundred to
those who must guard the fruit. 13 O woman in the garden, all our friends listen for your
voice. Let me hear it now. 14 Hurry, my love! Run away, my gazelle, my wild stag on
the hills of cinnamon.
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| Love has facets, but no formulas. Accordingly, the Song of Songs is no formula
for love. It is, however, a beautiful portrait of love’s many facets. As Michael Fox, a
contemporary Bible scholar, writes, “The Song of Songs takes a single romance and turns
it around and around like a gem, displaying all its facets.”! Bvery scene reveals a new
dimension of the lovers’ relationship, or deepens one previously revealed. Although
many Bible scholars have tried to identify one, there is no easily discernible structure to
the Song of Songs, just as none exists for love. Like love itself, the poem flows, it
circles, it spirals; as Fox writes, “The Song is like a meandering river.”” Let us then float
down the river with the lovers. Let us admire the gemstone. Let us revel in this portrait
of love by looking closely at six of its dimensions as exemplified by particular verses
scattered throughout the Song. The dimensions discussed here have been organized in
alphabetical order precisely because, in the Song, as in love, they have no order. In most
cases, other verses from other parts of the Song could have been chosen just as easily to
embody the notions they express therein. The following is a beginning, a snapshot, of six

significant elements of the lovers” encounter.

Eroticism

“Kiss me, make me drunk with your kisses!
Your sweet loving is better than wine” (1:2).
This, the very first utterance in the Song of Songs, clearly indicates that the love

and longing of the Song are not simply for that of a close companion. From the

beginning, the Song is an erotic poem. The word translated here as “your love,” or

e

wl\.di(’hae,l V. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs ( Madison: The University of
Yisconsin Press, 1985) 226.




Jodecha 17, actually implies a more erotic meaning. As Ariel Bloch and Chana Bloch,

cdntemporary biblical scholars, assert, “The word dodim, which occurs six times in the
Song, including the opening verse ~ ‘Your dodim are better than wine’ — is almost always
iranslates as ‘love,” though it refers specifically to sexual love.”® Throughout the Song,
the lovers speak in metaphors that drip with subtle (and not so subtle) eroticism. The
Blochs further explain, “In the Song, sexuality is evoked primarily by metaphors.... The

use of metaphor that both reveals and conceals has the effect of enhancing the Song’s

eroticism, while the suggestive play of double entendre suffuses the whole landscape

. 4
with eros.”

Longing

“The voice of my love: listen! Bounding over the mountains toward me,
across the hills. My love is a gazelle, a wild stag. There he stands on the
other side of our wall, gazing between the siones. And he calls to me.
Hurry, my love, my friend, and come away! Look, winter is over, the rains
are done, wildflowers spring up in the fields. Now is the time of the
nightingale. In every meadow you hear the song of the turtledove. The fig
tree has sweetened its new green fruit and the young budded vines smell
-spicy. Hurry, my love, my friend, come away. My dove in the clefis of the
rock, in the shadow of the cliff; let me see you, all of you! Let me hear your
voice, your delicious song. I love to look at you™ (2:8-14).

Longing is a characteristic of the lovers’ relationship. In the moment described
~ above, a barrier of some sort separates the man and woman. The man calls to his beloved

-~ to come forth and meet him. He expresses his yearning to see her face and hear her

2
S qu, Song of Songs 225.

1el Bloch and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary
gNeW York: Random House, 1995) 4.




voice. Throughout the Song, the man and the woman have moments of separation and

moments of yearning, moments of searching and moments of finding. As Michael Fox

writes, “The basic love story repeats itself, for lovers — and not only those in our song —

must seek each other continually, time after time, as long as their love exists; one finding

is never the end of the story.”” Separation is the vehicle for their longing. Marcia Falk, a
modern Jewish interpreter, explains, “...the pleasure of anticipation finds more

. . R . 6
expression here than the satisfaction of consummation.”

Responsiveness and Reciprocity

“My love, I dreamed of you as a mare, my very own, among Pharoah’s
chariots. Your cheekbones, those looped earrings, that string of beads at
your throat! I will make you golden earrings with silver filigree. My king
lay down beside me and my fragrance wakened the night. All night between
my breasts, my love is a cluster of myrrh, a sheaf of henna blossoms in the
vineyards of Ein Gedi. And you, my beloved, how beautiful you are! Your
eyes are doves. You are beautiful, my king, and gentle, Wherever we lie our
bed is green. Our roofbeams are cedar, our rafters fir. Iam the rose of
Sharon, the wild lily of the valleys. Like a lily in a field of thistles, such is
~ my love among the young women. And my beloved among the young men is
_a branching apricot tree in the wood. In that shade I have often lingered,

| tasting the fruit” (1:9-2:3).

In this passage, the phrases indicated with “Roman” typeface are those spoken by
“the man, while those in italics are those spoken by the woman.” What is clear here is that

“the two lovers interact with each other and respond to one another. The man begins

M]Z:;);E 14. For more on metaphor, see the section of this essay entitled, “Dual Meaning: Allegory and
Ae Or,”
% Song of Songs 226.
arcia Falk, “Song of Songs,” Harper’s Bible Commentary, ed. J.L. Mays. (San Francisco:
L[;er and Row, 1998) 527. Note that this quote refers specifically to what happens in the countryside.
s assertion about which lover speaks which words is made by the Bloch’s in their translation.




gpeaking of his beloved in majestic terms (i.e. “Pharoah’s chariots”) and the woman

responds by speaking to the man using a similar metaphor (“my king”). Then, the two
exchange declarations of praise, proclaiming each other’s beauty. Following that, the
woman says that she is “the wild lily of the valleys” to which the man replies, “like a lily
in a field of thistles...” and the woman again counters by comparing her lover to “a
branching apricot tree in the wood....” They pick up on each other’s metaphors and even

on each other’s exact language. Fox emphasizes this characteristic of the Song when he

says,

Not only do the lovers address each other and exchange
words, they influence each other. They speak to and
respond to each other.... One way the artist brings out the
interaction of the lovers and establishes the mutuality of
their communication is by making the words of one lover
echo the words of the other.’

Moreover, Fox explains that this feature of their relationship differentiates it from
ancient Egyptian love songs that are not di'cllogues.9 The Song, unlike the Egyptian
- ’sbngs, is not a string of monologues. In the Song, the lovers not only speak about each
- other, but they speak 7o each other. In their responsiveness, one finds in their relationship

. axcharacteristic reciprocity. Falk writes, in agreement with Fox:

...the Song is especially striking for its expression of
mutuality in relationship between women and men.... In
the Song of Songs, women speak as assertively as men,
initiating action at least as often; men are free to be as
gentle, as vulnerable, even as coy as women. Men and
women similarly praise each other for their sensuality and
beauty, and identical phrases are sometimes used to
describe the lovers of both genders. o

Michael V. Fox, “Love, Passion, and Perception in Israelite and Egyptian Love,” Journal of Biblical

iterature 102/2 (1983); 221.
X “Love, Passion” 221,




Ji

~.
e

Complete Connection

“At night in my bed I longed for the one whom my soul loves.'! I
sought him, but did not find him. I must rise and go about the city, the
narrow streets and squares, till I find the one whom my soul loves. I sought
him everywhere but I could not find him. Then the watchmen found me as
they went about the city. “Have you seen him? Have you seen the one
whom my soul loves?” I had just passed them when I found the one whom
my soul loves. I held him and would not let him go until I brought him to my
mother’s house, into my mother’s room. Daughters of Jerusalem, swear to
me by the gazelles, by the deer in the field, that you will never awaken love
until it is ripe” (3:1-5).

The word nefesh W9, most commonly translated as “sou ,” occurs four times in
this short passage; in each case its meaning is embedded in the woman’s search for “the

one whom my nefesh W93 loves.” She is not looking for just anyone; she seeks her soul

mate, the one to whom she feels completely connected, the one whom her nefesh W9

loves. To better understand her, we must ask, what she means by that? What, exactly,
does the word nefesh W93 mean in the Song of Songs? The word nefesh W) occurs over
750 times in the Bible, with many different meanings. Among them are the following:

e Life Force — that which animates life (e.g., Genesis 2.7, “YHVH God formed
o Adam from the dust of the earth. YHVH blew into his nostrils the breath of life
and Adam became a living being, nefesh chayah 7N ¥9).”)

e TFeelings/Empathy — that which allows us to understand the feelings or
experience of another person (e.g., Exodus 23:9, “You shall not oppress a
stranger, for you know the feelings, nefesh w23, of a stranger, having
yourselves been strangers in the land of Egypt.”)

o Spirit — an internal state of being (e.g., I Samuel 22:2, “Everyone who was in
debt and everyone who was desperate, mar-nefesh ¥93-1, joined him....”)

10
Falk 528,
" Throughout their translation, Bloch and Bloch translate this phrase, ef she-ahavah  nafshi

WD) MANNY NN, as “my only love” or “the one I love.” A miore literal translation is used here in order to
explore the core meaning of these verses.




¢ “Being-ness” — a sort of life essence that can be directed towards
accomplishing a goal (e.g., Il Kings 23:3, “The king stood by the pillar and
solemnized the covenant before YHVEL that they would follow YHVH with all
their heart and soul, nefesh ¥9)... )

e Appetite — a person’s hunger (e.g., Proverbs 23:1-2, “When you sit down to
dine with a ruler, consider well who is before you. Thrust a knife into your

‘gullet if you have a large appetite, ba ‘al nefesh V93 bya)

s Desire — something that expresses longing and has the possibility of being
satiated (e.g., Kohelet 6:9, “Is the feasting of the eyes more important than the
pursuit of desire, nafesh ¥937)

The contemporary scholar, M. Deckers, writes that the word nefesh ¥9) in Song
of Songs “... denotes the essential being of the speaking woman, her vitality, her
principle of life. Therefore 1 propose to translate this Hebrew suffixed noun into ‘my
being.’”12 Furthermore, based on the above interpretations of nefesh W) from elsewhere
in the Bible, it becomes clear that when the woman searches for and finally finds “the one
whom my nefesh Y93 loves,” she is speaking of a man she loves with her total being, the
man whom she desires, the man who satiates her appetite for love and life, the man she
understands and who understands her. She is speaking of one who animates her life

force, who enlivens her, with whose life hers is bound. She speaks of her nefesh W9)

because it is this that extends to the depths and breadth of her being.

Uniqueness

“One alone is my dove, my perfect, my only one, love of her mother, light of
her mother’s eyes. Every maiden calls her happy, queens praise her, and all
the king’s women” (6:9).

12 M. Deckers, “The Structure of the vSong of Songs and the Centrality of Nefesh (6.12),” A Feminist
Companion to the Song of Songs, ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press Ltd., 1993)
189.
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Repeatedly in the Song, the lovers praise one another’s uniqueness. This verse is
only one of many times that one of the lovers exclaim the other’s singularity in the world.
Moreover, here, as elsewhere, it is not the lover alone who sees the beloved as
exceptional, but others in the world see it as well. The lovers cannot help but assume that
the whole world sees them as they see each other. Roland Murphy, in his scholarly
commentary on Song of Songs, notes, “As many episodes show, their admiration of and
yearning for each other is both reciprocal and comparably intense: each considers the

other to be unrivalled, superlative... 13

Vision

“Come, my beloved, let us go out into the fields and lie all night among the
flowering henna. Let us go early to the vineyards to see if the vine has
budded, if the blossoms have opened and the pomegranate is in flower.

There I will give you my love. The air is filled with the scent of mandrakes

and at our doors rare fruit of every kind, my love, I have stored away for
you” (7:12-14).

The Song is not only about how the lovers see one another; it is also about how
they see the world.!* As the Blochs describe it, “The Song of Songs offers us an
imaginary garden — with real lovers in it.”!® In this passage, the woman'® sees a world of
abundance, a world in which all of the best fruits are piled at their doorway. Just as their
love is ripening, so too does she see the world around them ripening. In the Song, the

lovers describe a world that is as fragrant, as beautiful, as potent as their love. Their

B Roland E. Murphy, The Song of Songs: A Commentary on the Book of Canticles (Minneapolis: Fortress
Eress, 1990) 101-102.
< Fox “Love, Passion” 227.
Bloch 8.
'® According to Bloch, the woman is the speaker in these verses.
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descriptions may offer us a picture of a world idealized rather than as it actually is, but

-2

that is hardly important. In the Song, we, the readers, are allowed to see the world

through the lovers’ eyes. We see how théy perceive the world to be. And, as in this

) passage, their perception is stunning. |
Even more, the lovers paint their imagined garden onto each other’s bodies.

Several times in the Song the lovers describe each other’s bodies with somewhat strange 1

yet beautiful metaphors. All together, Fox writes,

The images... combine to convey a unified picture of a self- |

contained world: a peaceful, fruitful world, resplendent ;

with the blessings of nature and the beauties of human art. |

That world blossoms in a perpetual spring. Birds sing and |

bathe in milk; spices give forth their fragrance; springs 1

flow with clear water, fruits and wines offer their [

sweetness; heaps of wheat are surrounded by lilies; ewes,

white and clean, bear twins and never miscarry; goats

stream gently down the mountainside; proud and ornate

towers stand tall above the landscape. Nor are there

lacking silver and gold, precious stones, and objects of art:

a rich and blessed world.

Not only does this world proved a pleasant backdrop to

the expression of love, it also reveals the author’s idea of a

! lover’s view of the world. ... The imagery of the praise thus
shows us not how the lovers look but how they see.... The
imagery shows us a world created by love, for it comes into

- being and is unified only through the lovers’ vision of each
other."’

“__Not how the lovers look but how they see.” This is the essence of their vision of the
world. Their love does not necessarily change the world in which they live, but it does
change they way they experience it. Francis Landy, another modern scholar, states, “The

subject of the poem is not just or simply human love, but also everything that enters into

1 .
7 Fox “Passion” 227.




relationship with it in the poem, the whole world as it is experienced or animated through

love.”™®

The Song of Songs as Allegory

As we have seen, a literal reading of Song of Songs renders it a poem about human
love. Yet, for centuries, commentators have read the Song as an allegory of love between
God and Israel. We might then ask whether the six dimensions of love explored above
also hold true for this kind of relationship? Are those facets also appropriate descriptors
of the relationship between God and Israel? As we explore each of them again, this time
from the perspective of a God-Israel relationship, we will look at various examples of
how these same facets manifest in the whole of Jewish tradition. The examples,
embedded in different realms of Jewish tradition, signify Jewishly authentic ways to

understand this relationship between God and Israel.

A. Eroticism — Do God and Israel have an erotic relationship? Hasidsim, a religious
revival movement in Eastern Europe that began in the early 1700’s, champloned
the pursuit of an intense longing to become one with God, or devekut :mvm*r
That intense longing for union is the essence of eroticism. Arthur Green and
Barry Holtz translate a particular hasidic passage this way,

Prayer is union with the Divine Presence.
Just as two people will move their bodies
back and forth as they begin the act of love,
$0 must a person accompany
the beginning of prayer
with the rhythmic swaying of the body.
But as one reaches the heights of union
with the Presence,
the movement of the body ceases.’

1® Francis Landy, “The Song of Songs,” The Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. Robert Alter and Frank
Kermode (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987) 306.

1 Note also that this same word in used in Genesis 2:24.
2 Arthur Green and Barry Holtz, ed. and transl., Your Word is Fire: The Hasidic Masters on Contemplative

Prayer (Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 1993) 80.

<43 .




In their notes on this passage, they write that in the Hasidic reading of union, “it is
God and the worshiper who are locked in the embrace of intimacy.”!

B. Longing — Do God and Israel long for one another? In Psalms 27:4, for example,
the Psalmist writes of Israel’s longing for God, “One thing I ask of YHVH, only
that do I seek: to live in the house of YHVH all the days of my life, to gaze upon
the beauty of YHVH, to frequent YHVH’s temple.” The modern philosopher
Abraham Joshua Heschel writes of God’s longing for Israel:

From the perspective of the Bible: Who is man? 4 being in
travail with God’s dreams, with God’s dream of a world i
redeemed, of reconciliation of heaven and earth. God’s ' ;
dream is not to be alone, to have mankind as a partner in o
the drama of continuous creation.”

i

|

C. Responsiveness and Reciprocity — Do God and Israel respond to one another? Do |
they have a reciprocal relationship? In the Book of Hosea,” for example, God |‘
and Israel participate in a cycle of responsiveness that begins when God says to ]
Israel, : | ]

\ And T will espouse you forever: I will espouse you with

righteousness and justice, and with goodness and mercy,

and I will espouse you with faithfulness; then you shall be

devoted to the YHVH. In that day, I will respond, declares

yHVH. 1 will respond to the sky, and it shall respond to the .
earth; and the earth shall respond with new grain and wine i
and oil, and they shall respond to Jezreel. I will sow her in 3
the land as My own; and take Lo-Ruhama back in favor,

and I will say to Lo-ammi, “You are my people,” and he

will respond “[You are] my God."**

God espouses Israel and Israel responds with devotion. God then responds to that
devotion by making the land fruitful and by taking Israel (signified in the names
“I o-ruhama” and “Lo-ammi”) back with love. Finally, Israel responds to God by
echoing God’s expressive statement about their relationship. Israel and God’s

2! Green and Holtz 126. , ,

2 Atraham Joshua Heschel, The Insecurity of Freedom, (New York: Farr, Straus and Giroux Inc., 1959)
160.

% 2 Hosea is the only Northern prophet to have his words preserved in a book. He began to prophesy

sometime near the end of the reign of Jeroboam II (786-756 BCE). His book ends before the destruction of

the Northern Kingdom in 722 BCE, but not too long before it.

* Hosea 2:21-25
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responsiveness indicates a recizpfocity, a mutuality, of relationship that is present
in the very notion of covenant. >

. Complete Connection — Are God and Israel connected with the totality of their

beings? Are they soul mates? In the liturgy for welcoming Shabbat, for example,
we sing a song addressed to God entitled “Yedid Nefesh W9 T'P,” meaning
exactly that, “soul mate” or “friend of my soul.” We call God our soul mate, the
One to whom the essence of our being is attached. Even more, it is possible to
say that the idea of nefesh W93 is at the core of the covenant between God and
Isracl. Covenant entails a commitment of nefesh W93, a commitment of the
totality of our beings, to each other.

. Uniqueness — Do God and Israel see each other as unique? In Isaiah 43:1, God

says to Israel, “... Fear not, for I will redeem you; I have singled you out by
name, You are Mine.” And in Deuteronomy 6:4, and in our daily prayers, we say
“Hear, O Israel! YHVH is our God, YHVH alone.”

Vision — Do Israel and God perceive the world differently on account of their

relationship? In the story of the creation of the world, God speaks of creation as

“good.” However, in Genesis 1:31, after creating the first human being, 4Adam,
God finds the world to be “very good.” God’s perception of the world changes
when human beings enter it.** For our part, our changed perception of the world
with God in it can be seen in the liturgy we create. For example, in the evening
we say, “Blessed are You YHVH... whose word brings on the evening.” Night
does not just happen. God makes it happen by speaking; evening comes only at
God’s word. The cycles of the natural world are invested with divine direction.

Dual Meaning: Allegory and Metaphor

We have seen that the six facets of love explored in this essay are fitting, both for

the human lovers in the Song and for the imagined relationship between God and Israel in
its later interpretation. Now, we turn to examine the relationship between two methods of
reading the Song — the literal (i.e. human lovers) and the interpretive (i.e. God and Israel).
In 1921, Marcus Jastrow offered a surprising explanation for the allegorical

interpretation:

25 Note, however, that the relationship between God and Israel has a different power dynamic than that of
the lovers in the Song. Though God and Israel’s relationship certainly contains elements of mutuality, of
mutual responsibility and mutual love, they are not equals as the lovers of the Song are.
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... the allegorical interpretation...arose as the explanation of 1
the Song of Songs, because of the secular character of the i
songs which was so manifest on the surface. The Song of
Songs viewed as an allegory was a theory of despair that I
suggested itself, one might say forced itself, upon the pious
Rabbis of the early centuries of our era in order to satisfy
their consciences in having a series of love songs in a
collection of books that had by its intimate association with
the religion of the people acquired a sacred and inviolate
character. The allegorical theory thus becomes an |
additional testimony to the secular character of the songs, i
recognized as such by those who tried their best to conceal 1
it — to explain it away by superimposing a theory that only |
enhances the difficulties of the problem.”

Reading the Song as an allegory is problematic not only because it hides the
secular character of the book, as Jastrow argues, but also because it purports to replace it.

Michael Fox, writing about the allegorical interpretation of Kohelet 12 states,

The “‘allegorical approach’ has commonly treated the
images as if it were a disguise covering the ‘true’ meaning
of the poem. The interpreter’s task then becomes to strip
off this disguise and triumphantly to reveal what lies
hidden behind it. Once removed, the guise itself ceases to
be of interest. The allegorical interpretation has invariably
failed to recognize that the imagery, the surface of the
poem, is what the author chooses to show us first and most
clearly. Rather than thinking of imagery as an expendable
outer garb, we should compare it to the visible surface of a ‘
e painting, The imagery is the painting. We can discuss the ;
painting’s symbolism, emotive overtones,. ideological |
message, and so on, but only as projections of the surface “
imagery, not as substitutes of it.”® i

These words could have been written about the Song. The problem with allegory, and

the reason many modern scholars are apt to dismiss it as a form of apologetics for the i

26 Note that this citation is not specifically about Israel, but rather about all of humanity. More specifically,

it is about the first human being to whom Jews, and all others, trace their descent. |
27 Monris Jastrow, The Song of Songs (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincoit Company, 1921) 30-31. ‘
28 Micahel V. Fox, “Aging and Death in Qohelet 12,” Journal for the Study of the Qld Testament 42 (1988). ‘
57.
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Song, is that it purports a theory of replacement, i.e. the allegorical reading replaces the

literal one.

Metaphor, on the other hand, does not force replacement. It is not
representational (e.g., the human lovers in the Song represent God and Israel), but rather
is symbolic (e.g., the human lovers in the Song symbolize God and Israel). Writing about
symbolism, Fox explains, “...in symbol we observe a reality thickened and clarified (e.g.,
Esther both is a Jew in the diaspora and symbolically embodies the experience of the
Jewish people in the diaspora... ¥ The same is true of metaphor, and the same can be
said of the Song: the lovers both are a man and woman and embody the relationship
between God and Israel. Literary scholar J. Hillis Miller explains metaphor in the
following way:

In the seventeenth century “perspective” was the common
name for a telescope or for any system of mirrors and
lenses used to play tricks with light and apparent distance
and shape. A metaphor works like a “perspective glass.” It
distorts and omits, but it reveals. If a “perspective,” either
metaphorical or actual, is luckily made, aspects of reality
never before known will be revealed.... In a metaphor the
“real” nature of an object is distorted or things are omitted
from it, but our omission or distortion of them is what
- makes for the fecundity of implications about the object

which may be evolved by developing the metaphor
wholeheartedly.*

Thus, a metaphorical reading of the Song as symbolic of the love between God
and Isracl offers a new perspective on that relationship. The metaphorical reading
“distorts” (in Miller’s words) the more literal reading, but the literal meaning does not

disappear. Just as in a “telescope or system of ‘mirrors” the object can also be taken out

¥ Fox “Aging” 64.
30 Hillis J. Miller, Tropes, Parables, Performative: Essays on Twentiety-Century Literature (Durham: Duke

University Press, 1991) 5.

- 47 -




and viewed in plain sight, so too the Song can be stripped of its metaphor and seen in its

primary manifestation as a poem about human love. Even more, while being seen

through the metaphoric lens, the reader knows what it looks like to the unaided eye and

vice-versa. Reading the Song as a metaphor rather than an allegory means understandihg o

that multiple interpretations can coexist with creative friction. The difference between

allegory and metaphor might be illustrated as such: i

ALLEGORY METAPHOR i

Human Love = Human-Divine Love | Human Love € ~> Human-Divine Love

Reading the Song symbolically does not obliterate its more literal reading about

v
|
i

human lovers. Since Jewish commentators have, for centuries, been developing this

symbolic reading and since this symbolic reading has been more easily dismissed in our ff?;;‘

times, it is important to take a moment to explore its implications. What insight might flhg‘g

lessons might we discover in its interpretation of the Song about our own relationship i
with God? Tmagine: how would your relationship with God change if you envisioned
I

e

the symbolic reading offer about the relationship between human beings and God? What
God as a lover? How often would you choose to speak to God? How excited would you
be for those encounters? What would you say? How would you say it? The fact that the
Rabbis saw Song of Songs as symbolic of the relationship between God and Israel says |
quite a bit about how they related to God. What does it say about how you might relate : M

to God? And, conversely, how might such a relationship with God influence your ‘l

relationship with your beloved? -
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One Gemstone, Two Facets

Eroticism. Longing. Responsiveness and Reciprocity. Complete Connection.

Uniqueness. Vision. Having now explored the facets of this gemstone, the twists and

turns of this meandering river, it is easy to see that both modern commentators who read

the Song more literally and early Jewish commentators who read it symbolically reveal

important truths about the dimensions of love. As students of both interpretations, as

students of metaphor, we see that Song of Songs sings of one gemstone, one river, that

reflects light in myriads of ways, simultaneously reflecting two perspectives, both of

which contain important insights into the nature of love. The two melodies harmonize

with each other, creating a splendid song.

Connection to Pesach

Song of Songs is not about the entirety of a relationship. It is, perhaps, only about

courtship. Though some commentators have read marriage into the Song, the lovers

make no explicit statements of permanent commitment to each other. As the Blochs

write, the theme of Song of Songs “is the wonder of a woman with a man — an unmarried
woman, with no concern about perpetuating the family line and no motive but pleasure.

In it, eros is its own reward.”’ The Song of Song records the excitement of the lovers’

early discoveries and their awe at having found one another.

Similarly, Pesach may be viewed as a moment of initiation. It celebrates the

excitement of God and Israel having (re-) discovered each other after many years of

It inaugurates a season of courtship. God and Isracl make no

Egyptian slavery.




commitments to one another at the shores of the Red Sea. The Israelites sing and dance
in celebration of their redemption, in celebration of this great act of God’s love. Pesach
celebrates this experience, this extraordinary journey from slavery to freedom, but it
Jeaves the Israelites on the shores of the Red Sea.

After Pesach the Israelites begin to move, begin another journey, this time from
courtship to commitment. The period between Pesach and Shavuot in the Jewish
calendar is called the Omer.?? Since rabbinic times, Jews have counted each of the 49
days between the two holidays, linking them together through this act. We might
compare this period to God and Israel’s engagement. It is during these days that they
move béyond simple courtship. Their relationship is affirmed at Shavuot, the holy day

that is often referred to as the marriage between God and Israel. In midrashic lore, the

Torah is seen as the wedding contract, or ketubah P, that God gives Israel. At Sinai,
on Shavuot, God and Israel make specific commitments to one another. Their love
expands to include significant responsibilities. They enter the covenant of marriage, with

all that it entails.

- When we read Song of Songs on Pesach every year, we are given the opportunity
to re-experience love’s beginning. We sing and dance with our ancestors, and then we
begin to move with them from the Red Sea, through the desert, to Mount Sinai — from
Pesach, through the period of the Omer, to Shavuot. We journey from courtship to

commitment. And then we realize that commitment is only the beginning.

¥ 31 Bloch 14.
32 The Omer is also marked by grain offerings. For more on the Omer see Lev. 23:15-21.
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Applied Learning Pages

For an explanation on |

how to use the following pages, |
please vefer to the Introduction:
Iow to Use This Book, on Page 7. |

Song of Songs:
\




What’s the Question?
P9 NP NI Mah Kasheh Li?

. ‘ 1N OPY PY
MANN DD MY FYINDY DNIN2 72770y DHIN IPY

T =i

Song of Songs 8:6
Bind me as a seal upon your hearts, a sign upon your arm, for love is as fierce as death. .. |

In the box below, you will find a list of principles for interpreting Torah. For each
category, ask yourself: does this verse present a difficulty, a koshi »vp? Ifyes, ‘

please describe the koshi >¥p.

1. Is there superfluous language? ‘
The rabbis believe that every word in the Bible is there for a precise purpose. When a word ;

seems repetitive and/or synonymous with another word, the rabbis always justify the existence of
each word. In the quote above, do you think any words seem repetitive and/or synonymous?

2. Are there grammatical curiosities?
The rabbis respond to sentences with unexpected or incorrect grammar, such as unusual word

order, awkward prepositions, illogical sentences, inconsistent verb tenses, or unclear pronouns.
In the quote above, is the grammar problematic? ‘

3. Are there theological or moral dilemmas?
The rabbis identify moments that raise questions about God’s characteristics, God’s role in the

world, and how God is depicted in the Bible. They are also troubled by what seem to be breaches
of moral or ethical conduct by God and/or human beings. In the quote above, do you find any

theological or moral dilemmas?

4. Are there gaps in the text?
The rabbis are also intrigued by what is not in the text. In other words, when feelings, time spans,

physical descriptions, conversations, etc. are not written in the text, they often fill in the gaps. In i
the quote above, do you find anything missing from the text? :

5. Are there political or sociological issues?
The rabbis seek to render power dynamics among nations according to their worldview (e.g.
putting Israel or Judaism at the center). Moreover, questions of ethnicity, gender, class, etc. i
prompt their investigation. In the quote above, are any of these kinds of issues releyant? L

6. Are there any other difficulties, kushiot n7p?

Write a creative response, a possible answer, to the koshi >vp that you find most
] interesting.
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What’s the Conversation?
MY NP N Mah Kasheh Lanu?

= T

n3ON Ty MIYR TYITYY BNIN 73770y DN WY

Bind me as a seal upon your heart, a sign upon your arm, for love is as fierce as death...

1N 0PV DY

Song of Songs 8:6

IS AS FIERCE AS DEATH” ...she tells

Rachel Adler: "nann nypd n3y2]
“POR LOVE IS AS FIERCE AS
DEATH” [Song of Songs] is non-
linear, even dream-like; one setting
fades into another, and fantasy cannot
be distinguished from action.... If
death 1§ the triumph of time, love is
the triumph of timelessness. Outside
the dimension of time, the lovers have
enjoyed, have never enjoyed, are
always enjoying one another’s love.
Hence, passages hinting at a
consummated relationship are
interspersed with passages that revert
to unconsummated longings.

R. Abraham ben Isaac ha-Levi (TaMaKH): "nann Hyda My " “FOR LOVE

absence, an absence that was as harsh as death. Without their love she would
live in desolation, looking on in loneliness at the serene delights of other
maidens with their lovers. Her jealousy would be cruel as the grave. She speaks
of two flashes of fire — burning love and jealousy.

Rashi:
"nION I MY

“FOR LOVE IS AS
FIERCE AS DEATH”
The love that I loved
You is to me equal to
my death, for I am

killed for Your sake.

him how troubled she was during his

David Altschuler:
"nanN M2 My “FORLOVEIS
AS FIERCE AS DEATH” My love
for You is so strong that I would
even choose death rather than give
up this love. It is therefore only
proper that You do not remove
Your love from me.

Marcia Falk: "p3ox nya ny2! [7:7-10 and 8:6-7] make
two different statements about love: whereas the one
proclaims the sensual joy of love, the other asserts its power.
These two appreciations represent the emotional range of the
text.

Raqhel Adler: Contemporary Jewish comme
Institute of Religion in Los Angeles.

BIOGRAPHY
ntator and Professor of Jewish Thought at Hebrew Union College—Jewish

Mal:Cia Falk: Contemporary Jewish feminist liturgist, poet and translator.
David Altschuler: (18" Century) Jewish Bible commentator who wrote Me

tzudat David.

TaMaKh: R. Abraham ben Isaac ha-Levi (14" Century) The commentary aitributed to this rabbi is a philosophic work,

The jdentity of the author remains uncertain.

Rashi: Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitzhak (1040-1105), most famous of all commentators on both Bible and Talmud. His
Commentaries are a fundamental tool to the Jewish method of studying sacred text.
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What's the Connection?
29PN N Mah HaKesher?

Below you will find a recipe that relates to the theme of relationships. It is
one of many possible ways to encounter the theme in our world.

Recipe for Great Spinach Salad

} Spinach Salad
B 1 Ib. fresh, washed spinach leaves, ¥ Ib. seedless red grapes, cut in half

8 oz. feta or blue cheese, ¥ Ib. walnuts

Dressing
| 1 oz olive oil, 2 oz. cider vinegar

4 oz. plain, non fat yogurt, % tsp. Dijon mustard
| 1 tsp. maple syrup, Y2 tsp. basil
| v4tsp. tarragon, dash of salt and pepper

What to do
! 1) Mix salad ingredients together.
2) Mix dressing ingredients together.
§ 3) Toss and Enjoy!
wpnnn 219 PN NN
10PUN PYD Mah HaKasher to
Mah HaKesher to Pesach:
Song of Songs: What connections do
What connections do you find between the
you find between the recipe  above and
e recipe above and Song Pesach?
of Songs?

Now is your chance to draw from your own experience and identify
something you have encountered in your world (a conversation, an article in
the newspaper, a story, a road trip, etc.) that connects to Song of Songs.
How does your encounter shed light on Song of Songs and the holiday of
Pesach?




st

What’s Our Contribution?
07 OWOP N0 Mah Kishut HeChag?

Loving Song of Songs

Pesach is an eight day festival.!
There are eight chapters in Song of Songs.
A perfect match.

POPOOP®

Choose a particular facet of love that intrigues you. Start with one from the essay in this
chapter:

Eroticism

Longing

Reciprocity & Responsiveness

Complete Connection

Uniqueness

Vision

Or, choose one of your own.

* I

Every evening of the holiday, read one chapter of the Song. If possible, read it with a
learning partner, or chevruta NN, Learning is often more fryitful and fun when done
with a friend. Begin by saying the blessing for studying Torah:

Blessed are you Adonai our God, Ruling Spirit of the universe,
Who makes us holy through your commandments
and commands us to busy oursetves in the study of Torah.

Baruch Atah Adonai Eloheinu Melech Ha’olam, asher kidishanu bmitzvotav, vitzivann
La’asok b’divrei Torah.

) VISR YTR W DI 1o WK 7 BN TR
N MAT2 Py

POSPSSSP

Now trace the facet you chose above through each chapter of Song of Songs. Ask
yourself the following questions:

1. How is this facet manifest in this chapter?

2. How is this facet manifest in my life?

3. How is this facet manifest in my relationship with God?

*#% Next year, explore the Song again by choosing a different facet ***

! Jews living in Israel celebrate Pesach for only seven days, along with many Reform Jews who live in the
Diaspora, as it says in Exodus 23:15, “You shall observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread — eating
unleavened bread for seven days as [ have commanded you....” Uncertainty about accurate dating of the
Tunar calendar led the Talmudic period (3™-5 centuries) to extend the holiday to eight days. If your
celebration lasts seven days, this activity can be adjusted by doubling up on one of the days.
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Body Conscious




In the first chapter of Genesis, we learn that God created both male and female in
God’s image, b tzelem Elohim DN DY¥A (Genesis 1:27). The human body is endowed
with significance, even though its simple origins are from the dust of the earth. Tradition
asks that Jews attribute holiness and sanctity to the human form. In fact, there exists in
the morning service, or shacharit "INV, a prayer that praises God as the architect of a
miraculously functioning body. In this section we will argue that Song of Songs employs
a similar kind of dignity and awe for the human figure throughout its the poetry.

Song of Songs contains passages describing and defining the physical human
form from the perspective of each lover. Both female and male lovers describe each
other’s body with rich images. These descriptions are sometimes playful, sometimes
metaphoric, and frequently beautiful. As we will soon see, each time the body is
described it is affirmed for what it is, with appreciation and with praise. In addition, the
bodies of the lovers suggest to the unique individual housed within the body. The
physical body, the exterior, however beautiful to the eyes of the other, will never
substitute for inner qualities or for the whole person.

) In an interesting contrast emerges when we consider our contemporary treatment
of the body. In our world too there is appreciation for the body, but it is only for one
specific type of body. Bodies are objectified to sell products while media messages define
only the thin, tall bodies as beautiful. Song of Songs helps us understand how a loving
person affirms the body of his or her lover, regardless of its shape or size. Song of Songs
models a world in which lovers see their bodies as a sacred gift, through which the world

becomes more beautiful and more importantly that directs them to the individual

beckoning from beneath its physical confines.
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Body Language

There are specific times when the lovers pause in their lyrical dance to depict the
bodies of their lover. The bodily descriptions communicate sanctity and appreciation
through imagery, simile, and metaphor. According to biblical scholar Robert Alter, Song
of Songs is exceptional for its use of “innovative imagery.” He proposes, “figurative
language plays a more prominent role in Song of Songs than anywhere else in biblical
poetry.”1 For example, in chapter two we hear the young man in awe over his new love,
“ jke a lily in a field of thistles, such is my love among the young women” (Song of
Songs 2:2). The use of metaphor, simile, and imagery are sO rich that Alter suggests, that
at times it is difficult to discern the difference between metaphor and reality. Yet not all
the images capture our hearts at first read. Some of the images selected to describe the
human body are strange and playful. For example one of the lovers describes the other’s
neck as “a tower of ivory” (7:5), taken literally the neck might be stiff, concrete-like, or
jarringly large. Yet, these images, however unique or strange for our world, may be
appropriate for their context, and help us understand the world these lovers live in.

- In Song of Songs the body is described feature by feature in four separate
passages. These four descriptions or ‘wasfs?’ specifically depict the physical attributes of
the human body. Marvin Pope defines a wasf as a ‘descriptive song’ or a series of more

or less detailed descriptions of bodily features. The body parts are treated in order, either

beginning with the head (eyes, hair, teeth, etc) or in admiration of a dance (hips, vulva,

! Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (USA: Basic Books, 1985) 189.

2 Pope notes, a wasf or “descriptive song’; a series of more or less detailed descriptions of the bodily
features... the parts of the body are ireated in order, either beginning with the head (eyes, hair, teeth, etc) or
in admiration of a dance (hips vulva, breasts, neck, eyes, nose, head, and hair). Marvin Pope, Song of
Songs: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday,
1977) 67.
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breasts, neck, eyes, nose, head, and hair).3 In these wasfs, “the female and male body, are
each portrayed in the Song through a graphic series of verbal images.”* Three wasfs
depict the female body from the perspective of her male lover as he speaks direcﬂy to her
(4:1-7; 6:4-7 and 7:2-10). One of the four wasfs is a description of the male by the female
lover. When the female speaks however, she offers this description to the “danghters of
Jerusalem” (5:8-16). As mentioned above, there are times when the metaphors, similes
and images used to depict the bodies seem awkward. The first wasf may be an example
of this awkwardness: “Your teeth white ewes, all alike, that come up fresh from the
pond” (4:2). Comparing someone’s teeth to a flock of goats that have just been bathing in
pond water might not sound romantic or even complimentary. Yet, as Bloch suggests the
reader must be careful to remember that these comparisons are not literal.

The images are not literally descriptive; what they convey

is the delight of the lover in contemplating the beloved,

finding in the body a reflected image of the world in its

freshness and splendor.’
The use of metaphor and creatively reappropriated familiar images to convey respect and
delight in the human form occurs through the poetic language of the Song. Below the
Chart breaks up the wasfs and looks at each body part and how it is described in various
ways throughout Song of Songs.® Note below that body parts in the Song compare
particular physical attributes to a well-known artifacts from nature, or to ancient material

objects. In addition, the speaker compares attributes using either simile or metaphor to

best express praise. The chart reveals repetitions, and a certain freedom to assign the

? Pope 67.
4Carol L. Meyers, “Gender Imagery in the Song of Songs,” Hebrew Annual Review 10 (1986) 209-23.

SAriel and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs: A New Translation with an Introduction and Commentary
(New York: Random House, 1995) 15.
® In the appendix, you will find a chart organized by wasf.
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same image regardless of gender. The words in italics highlight the considerable use of

metaphor and simile when describing the body.

Chapter: Verse Physical attribute

Parallel Image (Similes or Metaphors)

5:15 Countenance Tall as Mount Lebanon, a man like a cedar
(face)

4:1 Eyes The doves of (which) are looking out from the
thicket of your hair

5:12 Eyes Like doves by the rivers of milk and plenty

7:5 Eyes Are pools in Heshbon, at the gates of that city of
lords

4:1 and 6:5 Hair Like a flock of goats bounding down Mount
Gilead

5:11 Hair The main of his hair black as the raven

7:6 Hair Like royal purple; a king is caught in the thicket

7:5 Proud Nose (Is) the tower of Lebanon that looks toward
Damascus

4:2 Teeth (Are) White ewes, all alike, that come up fresh
from the pond

6:6 Teeth (Are) White ewes, all alike, that come up fresh
from the pond

4:3 Voice How I listen for (it)

5:16 Mouth Is sweet wine

7:10 Roof of mouth (Is) good wine— That pleases my lover, rousing
him even from sleep

7:9 Breath Like apricots

4:3 Lips A crimson ribbon (are) your lips

5:13 Lips (Are) red lilies wet with myrrh

%3 Cheeks A pomegranate in the thicket of your hair

5:13 Cheeks (Are) a bed of spices, (are) a treasure of precious
scents

6:7 Cheeks A pomegranate in the thicket of your hair

5:11 Head Is burnished gold

7:6 Head Crowns you like Mount Carmel

7:5 Neck Like a tower of ivory

5:14 Arm (Is) a golden scepter with gems of topaz

4:5 and 7:4 | Breasts Are two fawns, twins of a gazelle, grazing in a

(stops at gazelle) field of lilies

7:8 Breasts Like clusters of fruit

5:14 Belly (Is) the ivory of thrones inlaid with sapphire

7:3 Belly (Is) a mound of wheat edged with lilies

7:3 Navel (Is) the moon’s bright drinking cup. May it brim

with wine
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Thighs Like marble pillars on pedestals of gold
Rounded Thighs | Like jewels, the work of the hands of an artist
: Feet How graceful your steps (4re) in those sandals
5:10 Beloved (Whole | Is white and ruddy, distinguished among ten
Body) thousand
7:8-9 You (build) (Like) a palm tree...Let me climb into that palm
tree and take hold of its branches
5:16 He (My lover) Is lovely
6:4 You (My lover) re beautiful as Tirzah, comely as Jerusalem,
awesome as an army with banners

Literary and Poetic Techniques

Both literary and poetic devises operate in the Song to help convey messages of
love and admiration. Poetic devises, such as the use of simile and metaphor augment
descriptions of the body beyond mere physicality. In addition, a literary device such as
comparing body parts to natural surroundings offers the reader the backdrop for this
grand love story.

Francis Landy, presents this definition of how metaphor is used in the Song :

Through metaphor... resemblances are discovered between
the most distant objects; they are associated through
similarity.’

The image selected for comparison is almost always followed by a dependent clause
(containing verbs or other parts of speech) that emphasizes the metaphor. For example,

“Your navel is the moon’s bright drinking cup. May it brim with wine,” (7:3) or “His

eyes like doves by the rivers of milk and plenty” (5:12). Keel points out that the

Prancis Landy, “Song of Songs,” The Literary Guide to the Bible, ed. R. Alter and F. Kermode
(Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1987) 515.
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dependent clauses help “warn against a static understanding of the cornparisons,”8 and

signals the expression of explicit attention to the lover in connection to the lover’s world.
The literary devices working in the Song include three particular categories of

images chosen to depict the body: animal, nature, and architecture. The author uses these

three kinds of images to help depict the lover’s body. Carol Meyers argues that the author

uses more imagery drawn from pature than from other foundations:
Images drawn from the natural world predominate. Indeed,
the Song is sometimes referred to as nature poetry because
of the richness and variety in the allusions to flora and

fauna, to vineyards and gardens, and to uncultivated
landscapes.9

In the Song the lovers portray each other in association with what is familiar, admired
and acclaimed. For example, “Your neck is a fower of David raised in splendor, a
thousand bucklers hang upon it, all the shields of the warriors” (4:4). These striking
images help the lovers communicate flattery and desire.

The discourse of love, of which the Song is a distillation,

draws into its orbit things, plants, animals, geography. It

can do nothing else: lovers can communicate only through

the world, through metaphor.'’
The metaphors of the Song suggest that the lovers have respect for the other’s physical
attributes and there is a sense that the clinical aspects of body parts are avoided. This

Jeads to the probability that the comparisons are intended to evoke feelings within the

reader as much as to represent a physical reality. So the intent of the defamiliarization is

to affect the reader in a certain way.

80thmar Keel, The Song of Songs: A continental Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994) 139.

? Meyers 212. \
1% L andy 305. ¥

-62 -




As the lovers survey the terrain of their beloved, are they careful and sensitive,
hoping to pay tribute to the magnificent creature standing before them? Do they
compliment the body for physical attributes only, or do the metaphoric comparisons hope
to signify something pertaining to the lover’s personality? As mentioned earlier
comparisons to the lush natural world prevail. Perhaps the most productive way to
approach the imagery is to see it as a cultural code, as Keel has suggested:

The Song is a cultural product; its interpretation depends
more on an understanding of culture than of nature.... To
understand the Song it is much more important to study
archaeological findings than to study the landscape —
above all, one should study the pictorial images in seals,
amulets, ivories, and other valuables with which the well-
to-do people who wrote the Song were daily surrounded.”

To discern whether these descriptions were in fact written as respectful of the human

body, one needs to trace cultural history for some of the physical features mentioned in

the song.

Feature Presentation: A Closer Look at love’s Body

~ In support of our argument, one must look carefully at particular instances in
which a lover describes the body. Specifically worthy of investigation are the body parts
our contemporary culture seems most insecure about, namely the stomach (belly), and the
thighs (legs), and not only the body as a whole.

In the first and the third wasf (Wasf 1(4:1-7); Wasf 3 (6:4-7), there is attention to

the attributes of both the male and female lover. In describing his belly to the “daughters

1 Keel 27.
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of Jerusalem,” she says, ‘“his belly'? the ivory of thrones inlaid with sapphire” (5:14).
Contemporary commentators Bloch and Keel, among others, found that the phrase used
for belly, here me’av eshet shen YW VWY PYN, has a unique meaning when used in the
Song, equating the abdomen with items that were precious and highly valued.

Ivory, not just stark white but also in rosy flesh tones was

treasured in ancient Israel as a rare and beautiful material.

It was carved, covered with gold leaf, inlaid with

semiprecious stones, and used for furniture, beds, and

panels of palace walls...”?
In using such luxury items of great worth to depict her lover’s belly, the reader may
associate his mid-section with either statuesque firmness, or to simply state that his belly
is a prized and precious commodity.

In the Song’s fourth wasf, he takes a turn in describing her stomach, “your belly
is a mound of wheat edged with lilies” (7:3). In his comprehensive commentary on Song
of Songs, Marvin Pope notes that the belly is compared to wheat for its “hemispherical
form,” since wheat is piled in heaps.14 In addition, the wheat might signify the color of
her skin. Keel offers a different explanation in that wheat, a vital sustenance for Israel,
when combined with wine, symbolizes a “festive diet.” Pope too comments that wheat is
synonymous with agricultural prosperity. If wheat is a symbol of prosperity and fullness,
it may be that the metaphor comments on her fullness of belly (a literal description), or
that like wheat—a most basic sustenance— it was essential, necessary, and desirable. The
two descriptive metaphors for the male and female belly allude to a deeper sense of the

lover’s intention. The belly serves as a catalyst to remark on the inner and outer beauties

and an expression of its importance.

12 Bloch translates as “loins,”
13 Bloch 187.
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The thighs of the woman and legs of the man are also depicted in these wasfs. The
jove-struck female describes, “his thighs like marble pillars on pedestals of gold” (5:15).
The metaphor describing the man’s legs finds its roots in the Temple’s architecture.
Accordingly, “in I Chron 79:2 marble is among the precious stones collected for the
building of the Te:rnple.”15 These pillars, set upon bases of fine gold, parallel the
woman’s opening metaphor, “His head is burnished gold” (5:11). In Keel’s opinion, “the
woman’s beloved is gold from head to foot.”'® Again, the woman uses precious goods to
describe her lover, goods associated with royalty and architectural grace.

The male describes thighs as round and like jewels: “Your rounded thighs”
shaped by the master craftsman” (7:2). While Pope and others tend to take the
‘roundness’ to depict her literal symmetrical shape, Bloch notes that the “the
turns/curves/rounds ‘of your thighs...” evokes notions of slippery smoothness.”*® Keel
asserts that the man’s description of the woman’s thighs continues to illustrate valuable
commodities and Israelite values.

The sculptured quality of the subtle curves of the inner
thighs, the buttocks, and the hips are extolled as the work
— of a master hand.... Artists and artisans belonged to the
highest level of society (Jer. 52:15, 24-25; cf. Prov. 8:30)
among the artists; the goldsmiths enjoyed a particularly

high rank because of the value of the material with which
they worked."

1 Pope 621.

13 pope 547.

16 K eel 205.

17 Bloch translates “the gold of your thigh.”
8 Bloch 200.

1 Keel 234.
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Some believe that the world seems more beautiful when a person is in love. Likewise,

these lovers see the world in their lovers and love in the world as they simuitaneously
describe the beauty of their lover’s body and the beauty of their world.

Finally, each lover comments on the entire body or its stature. The woman begins
her description by telling the young inquiring women, that her “peloved is white and
red.” According to Bloch, white and red have broader definitions that expand color to the
skin’s appearance, or state. The color white might signify “shining, or radiant,” and red,
“earth-colored or flushed.” In addition, Bloch proposes that these colors have biblical
associations — white with milk and red with wine.

Milk and wine are associated with health, youthful strength,

earthiness, and marvelous fertility... In the Song, in

addition, they evoke sweetness and intoxicating sensuality,

in reference to both the man and the [woman].?’
Keel adds that these features (white/red) are signs of “liveliness and intensity.”?' Keel
further comments that in Egyptian art the traditional color for man was a dark red-brown.
In Israelite culture too, the red man was a symbol “for the presence of YHVH,” most
likely since God formed man from the red-clayed earth.?? The woman’s intention in this
r;pening simile is not to describe his coloring, but rather to set up the rest of her passage
that will intermingle “architectural solidity with tenderness and sweetness.” She intends

to reveal more about his nature than the color of his body. She declares from the outset

that her lover is intense, alive, strong, and deeply rooted in the earth on which she stands

on.

20 Bloch 185.
2l Keel 198.
2 Keel 198.
2 Bloch 185.




His verbal sketch of her body comes near the end of his last description, when he
explains, “That day you seemed to me like a tall palm tree... I said in my heart, let me
climb into that palm tree and take hold of its branches” (7:8-9). It may be that this
description refers to her height. Keel’s position is that the tree here does not refer to boy-
jike skinniness valued in Western culture but rather serves to show how delightful she is.
He asserts that the special meaning of the palm in Near Eastern culture helps explain the
metaphor.

The palm is the archetype for the holy tree pictured

countless times throughout the ancient Near East from the

third millennium B.C.[E.] on. In the OT, this tree is known,

among other things, as the “tree of life”.... Portraying the

woman in the Song as a palm is one of those

theomorphisms that say she is the best that could be

imagined or experienced in the ancient Near East.
Both lovers carefully choose images that depict the body in order to compliment physical
form, affirm the body of the lover as it is, and in many cases allude to qualities beyond
the skin’s surface. The images of architecture, nature, and at times even animals, elicit
personality traits, as well as help the lover articulate overwhelming admiration. In

addition these descriptions, especially according to Keel, suggest a great deal about the

values of the culture of an ancient time and place.

Reverent Form

When reading the Song for the first time, one might find some of the metaphors
awkward and confusing. In literary critical form, we might refer to this as

“defamiliarization.” For example, when we hear that “Your head crowns you like Mount

24 Reel 242.




Carmel” (7:6), we may worry that this person has an enormously disproportioned head.
Do these bizarre associations mean to pay homage to the body crafted and formed by its
Creator? Contemporary commentator Marcia Falk suggests that even scholars find these
images “peculiar and tend to dismiss them as appealing to an ancient aesthetic that is not
present in contemporary standards of taste.” For example, today our notion of sweet-
smelling breath is usually an artificial minty-fresh aroma, not “apricots” (7:9). However,
other cultures may associate good breath with a different scent or taste. Another example
might be how we tend to describe beautiful eyes today. Usually we hear words like “his
eyes were of deep blue, like the ocean.” The song uses doves, flapping around in milky
water, “Your eyes are like doves by the rivers of milk and plenty” (5:12). Yet just
because these metaphors are not necessarily what we might choose to compliment or
flatter, can we see that these descriptions are offered with sincere appreciation? One
scholar challenges the notion that these lyrics bespeak admiration, and regard the images
as grotesque. Fiona Black offers this view by suggesting that the Song has difficulties and
problems, even if it is “love poetry.” Black is troubled by the images used to describe the

female body.

Three of the detailed body descriptions pertain to the
woman, and these may be conflated to create a fuiler
picture of a creature who is ill-proportioned, odd-looking
and impossible. A giant, her head is as massive as Mt.
Carmel... The woman is more like a biblical Barbie —
though much less alluring — for she appears so ill-
proportioned that she could not stand. Written on this
comical body are the traces of daily life, of the mundane.
Wheat, pomegranates, dates and wine bear the obligations
of all comestibles; they are to be cultivated, processed, then
masticated, salivated over, enjoyed, digested, excreted.

25 Marcia Falk, Love Lyrics from the Bible: A Translation and Literary Study of the Song of Song

(Sheffield: The Almond Press, 1976) 211.




They are said to be plentiful and appealing, but carry with
them the threat of spoiling, of want. 2

Vet Black does declare that one cannot read the wasfs in isolation from the rest of the
Song. These verses cannot be extracted from the context of the entire Song that reveals
themes of love, passion, desire, and devotion. In addition, after careful review of Near
Eastern culture, there is little doubt that the author chose images that reflect the most
beautiful and highly valued pieces of Israelite culture. In addition, the wasfs should not

be read as if the images literally depict the male or female in the poem. As Bloch

suggests,

The images are not literally descriptive; what they convey
is the delight of the lover in contemplating the beloved,
finding in the body a reflected image of the world in its
freshness and splendor.”’

If these images are not literal descriptions of the body, and one can assume that Song of
Songs is “love poetry,” then what is the true intention of the one delivering such odd

flattery? Perhaps the intention is to arouse the feelings experienced by the suitor as he/she

looks upon their beloved.

The poet’s rhetorical strategy is to point us to each part of
the lover’s bodies as if describing them, then to set before
our eyes images that cannot comfortably be assimilated to
their referents. Our attention focuses on the images
themselves more than on the parts of the body. The images
thus become largely independent of their referents and
combine to convey a unified picture of a self-contained
world: a peaceful, fruitful world, resplendent with the
blessings of nature and the beauties of human art. **

2%piona C. Black, “Beauty or the Beast: The Grotesque Body in The Song of Songs,” Biblical
Interpretation: A Journal of Contemporary Approaches 8.3 (2000) 311-12.

27
Bloch 15.
2%Michael Fox, “Love, Passion, and Perception in Israelite and Egyptian Love Poetry,” Journal of Biblical

Literature 102.2 (1983) 227.

-69 -




In constructing a world of beauty that exists only to help descriBe the body, the
Jovers express their admiration for one another.

The intention of the lover stretches beyond mere physical arousal. The lovers
comment on physical attributes and inner qualities simultaneously. Take for example the
man’s closing verse in Wasf 1, “You are beautiful, my love; my perfect one” (4:7). Read
fiterally, the woman is aesthetically flawless. However Keel points out that the Hebrew
word for “flaw’ or, mum O3, usually describes “defects in priests or sacrifices,” those
defects found displeasing to God. This new understanding of the term adds a different
intention to his understanding of “flawless.” There is nothing in her (physically or
personally) that would cause him to be displeased. She is a perfect offering of love for
him, one that he accepts with gratitude and praise.

The intention of the lovers to honor and revere the body was evident to the rabbis
of the commentaries and midrash who later interpreted the Song’s meaning. Although
they usually read the Song as an allegorical relationship between God and Israel, they
acknowledged the passion, Jove, respect, and dignity lurking in the text. Rabbi Abraham
b&n Isaac ha Levi (TaMaKH), in his interpretation of the Song’s wasfs, connects each
body part to revered aspects of Israelite community. He teaches for example, that the eyes
refer to the leaders, chiefs, and pious ones; the hair is like the people of Israel in its
multitude; and the lips are the prophets.29 It is as if the rabBis were creating their own
theological wasf by appropriating through allegory. The rabbis understood the Song's

intent— that these descriptions were meant to flatter and compliment the other.

e
29R. Abraham b. Issac Ha-Levi (TaMaKH) The Commentary on the Song of Songs, Transl. Leon A.
Feldman (Netherlands: Royal Van Gorcum Ltd., 1970) 113.
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Satisfying Shape

The body, created and formed from dust, is a working miracle, and a tribute to
God. Lovers, above all, who take the time to marvel at the body’s wonder, are constantly
aware of its beauty. More importantly however, these lovers learn to see beauty in the
world around them, and learn to articulate admiration in a respectful and honorable
manner. Yet, the description of the human body found in the Song is distinct from how
contemporary writers, journalists, and advertisers remark on physique. Take breasts for
example. In the Song the male remarks, “Your breasts are two fawns, twins of a gazelle,
grazing in a field of lilies” (7:4). The image is beautiful, her body creates an entire scene,
what he creates in this description is calm, natural and yet inviting, intriguing, and even
sexy. Today we are inundated with images of a different type, images that expose and
objectify the female form conspicuously. Magazine pictures don’t allude to anything,
they simply show the person’s body in its raw from, naked, and exposed, eliminating our
need for imagination. In addition, the Song affirms the body’s natural state. The Song
tells us that a woman in biblical society had “rounded thighs” (7:2), and a “belly like a
mound of wheat” (7:3) or a “proud nose like the tower of Lebanon” (7:5). She was curvy
and had a big strong nose. Today we struggle to appreciate natural body shapes. In fact,
we are a society that encourages girls to be so thin that their tiny bodies shut down, or
men to be so muscular that they jeopardize their heart with steroids. The Song of Songs
reminds us that the body is round; faces have big noses, yet still evoke such strong
sentiments such as love, lust, and admiration. When we compliment one another with
words such as thin, lean, fit, or even svelte, we deny ourselves the dignity our bodies

deserve. Where do images of beauty exist for us? What pieces of the world do we see in
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our lover, in oﬁr friends, or in our family members? Can those images help us to affirm
the body of our loved ones and then see beyond the physical to the innermost parts of that
person’s soul? Can those images help us articulate better what we see — a person so
wonderful we see them in everything that surrounds us? The Song bespeaks body
consciousness, but not the kind of consciousness we feel in a dressing room, staring at
our bodies in shiny mirrors under neon lights, and not the kind of consciousness we feel
while sun bathing in public view. The body consciousness that the Song declares alerts us
to respect the body of our loved one by affirming its natural wonder. The Song of Song
affords us the opportunity to reflect and be conscious of what our bodies mean and bring
to one another, to be conscious of our articulation of the body, to be ever-conscious that
these bodies house the most important piece of us — that piece that is created in the image

of God or, b 'tzelem Elohim, DN DIN2.

Connection to Pesach

Pesach celebrates Israel’s liberation from Egyptian bondage. The Exodus tells the
tale of Israel’s miraculous movement from slavery to freedom. However, our yearly
celebration does not ask us to merely commemorate a historical event. The Exodus is
contemporary for Jews of all times, of all generations, for we read in the Haggadah that
we should s;ee ourselves as if we came out of Egypt personally. (Mishneh Pesachim 10:5)
And vet, each year we struggle to feel a sense of that slavery — since for many of us,
freedom is a right we have enjoyed since birth. Many of us have never known physical
bondage. But here is an opportunity to explore other forms of ‘spiritual slavery’ that keep

us in shackles and chains, which we propose may have to do with our sense of our

bodies.
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According to the American Anorexia Bulimia Association, over five million
American women and men are affected by various eating disorders. Of those five million,
two out of every 10 anorexics die from the disease. The Association believes that eating
disorders cover a wide array of issues beyond the extreme cases of anorexia and bulimia.

Dangerous fad diets are also widespread in this country. In
a society where thinness is equated with success and
happiness, nearly every American woman, man and child

has suffered at one time or another from issues of weight,
body shape and self-image. 30

Moreover, the AABA states unequivocally that the shame and depression that accompany
binge eating, starvation, and dieting “disrupt families, interrupt schooling, damage
careers bright with promise, and destroy relationships.” But most significantly, the mind
is enslaved to thoughts of worthlessness, and self-doubt. Even those of us who do not
suffer from eating disorders, are at one time or another slaves to poor body images that
television projects, or that we see in magazines, or that we view on our computer screens.
These image; encourage abnormally small body sizes, and most often the women and
men who pose for such pictures have been covered in make-up or their photograph is

computer-altered to look ‘ideal.’

=

On Pesach, we traditionally chant Song of Songs, both in services, on the Shabbat
of the festival, and at the end of the first night’s Seder. The Song delivers beautiful
images of the lovers’ bodies, decorated with nature and highly respected materials of
ancient Israel’s time. This Pesach, perhaps we can imagine freeing ourselves from
America’s grotesque body images, t0 a more nurturing understanding of the body, as

explored in Song of Songs. In the Song, the lovers affirm and flatter the other’s body.

30 American Anorexia Bulimia Association Official Website (August 2001).
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Affirmation and pride in one’s appearance may come from external forces, such as one’s
10;/er. Today however, we measure ourselves against unrealistic physical standards, even
when outsiders offer compliments. True affirmation then, must come from our inner
selves. To honor our inner selves we might learn to forfeit notions of the “perfect body.”

As Rabbi Kook said: honoring our inner selves brings worth and value to our lives, the

opposite however enslaves our spirit.

Real freedom is that noble spirit by which the individual
and indeed the whole people are elevated to become loyal
to their inner essential self, to the image of God within
them. Through this characteristic, they can perceive their
lives as purposeful and worthy of value. This is not true
regarding people with the spirit of a slave— the content of
their lives and their feelings are never attuned to the
characteristics of their essential self, but rather to what is
considered beautiful and good by others. 31

The deliverance from Egypt depended on God, the master Redeemer, and the
Israclites. But the Israelites were responsible for the release from their spiritual
slavery. Redemption from any kind of spiritual slavery, including that of
reductionist body images, requires a partnership. Our work in this spiritual release
comes in seeing the beauty of the human form. Each day we could learn to release |
our ties to these images and bless the body we have, praising God for the body

itself and for the soul within the miraculous body, regardless of its size or shape.

31 Rabbi Avrabam Yitzchak Kook, The Family Participation Haggadah: A Different Night, ed. Noam Tzion
and David Dishon (Jerusalem: The Shalom Hartman Institute, 1997) 73.
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Appendix 1

Wasf 1(4:1-7;) Wasf 2 (5:9-16); Wasf 3 (6:4-7;)Wasf 4 (7:2-10).

Chapter: Verse Physical attribute

Parallel Image

4:1 Eyes The doves of (which) are I looking out from the |
thicket of your hair

4:1 and 6:5 Hair Like a Flock of goats sliding down from Mount
Gilead

4:2 Teeth (Are) White ewes, all alike, that come up fresh
from the pond

4:3 Lips A crimson ribbon (are) your lips

4:3 Voice How I listen for (it)

4:3. Cheeks A pomegranate in the thicket of your hair

4:5 and 7:4 | Breasts Are two fawns, twins of a gazelle, grazing in a

(stops at gazelle) field of lilies

5:10 Beloved (Whole | Is milk and wine, he towers above ten thousand

Body)
| 5:11 Head Is burnished gold

5:11 Hair The main of his hair black as the raven

5:12 Eyes Like doves by the rivers of milk and plenty

5:13 Cheeks (4re) a bed of spices, a treasure of precious
scents

5:13 Lips (Are) red lilies wet with myrrh

5:14 Arm (Is) a golden scepter with gems of topaz

5:14 Belly (Are) the ivory of thrones inlaid with sapphire

5:15 Thighs Like marble pillars on pedestals of gold

5:15 Countenance Tall as Mount Lebanon, a man like a cedar

(face)

5:16 Mouth Is sweet wine

5:16 He (My lover) Is a delight

6:4 You (My lover) Are beautiful, my love, as Tirzah, majestic as
Jerusalem, daunting as the stars in their courses

6:6 Teeth (Are) white ewes, all alike, that come up fresh
from the pond

6:7 Cheeks The curve of your cheek (is) a pomegranate in
your thicket of hair

7:2 Feet How graceful your steps (are) in those sandals

7:2 Rounded Thighs | The gold of your thigh (is) shaped by a master
craftsman

7:3 Navel (Is) the moon’s bright drinking cup. May it brim
with wine

7:3 Belly Ts a mound of wheat edged with lilies

7:5 Neck Is a tower of ivory

7:5 Eyes Are pools in Heshbon, at the gate of that city of
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lords

7:5 Proud Nose (Is) the tower of Lebanon that looks toward
Damascus
7:6 Head Crowns you Jike Mount Carmel
7:6 Hair Like royal purple. A king is caught in the thicket
7:8-9 Stature (Build) You seemed to me a tall palm tree...let me climb
into that palm tree and take hold of its branches
7:8-9 Breasts The clusters of its (the Palm tree) fruit... may
they be like clusters of grapes on a vine
79 Breath Like apricots
| 7:10 Mouth (Is) Good wine
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What's the Question?
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Song of Songs 5:12
His eyes are like doves by the rivers of milk and plenty.

In the box below, you will find a list of principles for interpreting Torah. For each
category, ask yourself: does this verse present a difficulty, a koshi »vp? Ifyes,
please describe the koshi »vp.

1. Is there superfluous language? j
The rabbis believe that every word in the Bible is there for a precise purpose. When a word
seems repetitive and/or synonymous with another word, the rabbis always justify the existence of

each word. In the quote above, do you think any words seem repetitive and/or synonymous?

2. Are there grammatical curiosities?
The rabbis respond to sentences with unexpected or incorrect grammar, such as unusual word
order, awkward prepositions, illogical sentences, inconsistent verb tenses, or unclear pronouns.
In the quote above, is the grammar problematic?

3. Are there theological or moral dilemmas?
The rabbis identify moments that raise questions about God’s characteristics, God’s role in the
world, and how God is depicted in the Bible. They are also troubled by what seem to be breaches
of moral or ethical conduct by God and/or human beings. In the quote above, do you find any
theological or moral dilemmas?

4. Are there gaps in the text?
The rabbis are also intrigued by what is not in the text. In other words, when feelings, time spans,
physical descriptions, conversations, etc. are not written in the text, they often fill in the gaps. In
"* the quote above, do you find anything missing from the text?

5. Are there political or sociological issues?
The rabbis seek to render power dynamics among nations according to their worldview (e.g.
putting Israel or Judaism at the center). Moreover, questions of ethnicity, gender, class, etc.
prompt their investigation. In the quote above, are any of these kinds of issues relevant?

6. Are there any other difficulties, kushiot n»vp?

|

Write a creative response, a possible answer, to the koshi »¢p that you find most
interesting.




What’s the Conversation?
MY NP N Mah Kasheh Lanu?

Blochs:

A § with abundant water, and

| pointless to

R. Abraham ben Isaac

of the author remains uncertain.
Song of Songs Rabbah: A 6"
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His eyes like doves by the rivers of milk and plenty.

"eypy PPY’ “HIS EYES ARE LIKE DOVES”
A poetic fantasy. Doves indeed choose regions
“milk”
ihe color of doves, or the whites of the lover’s
eyes, as has been suggested. But here again it is
approach the i
literalism. Rather, the images of abundant waters
and sensuous bathing in milk suggest lushness
and a tranquil sensuality (p.

EYES ARE LIKE DOVES” His eyes are praised for their similarity to
doves in the strength of their desire..
the practice of love, which is especially enjoyable beside the water
channels. The eyes are praised for their dazzling whiteness, as if
always bathed in milk; there is no redness in them whatsoever.

Murphy: "o)p3 Py’ “HIS EYES ARE LIKE DOVES” The point of the comp
eyes of the dove, but dov
the glistening character of eyes (p. 166).

TaMaKh: R. Abraham ben Isaac ha-Levi (14™ Century)

; century and oldest classical midrash
Ariel Bloch: Jewish Professor Emeritus
Chana Bloch: Jewish Professor of English
Roland E. Murphy: G.W. Ivey Professor

10 DY DY

Song of Songs 5:12 S

Song of  Songs
Rabbah: "0%»2 »py’
«HIS EYES ARE LIKE
DOVES” “His eyes’
are the Sanhedrin
who are the eyes of
the congregation, as
it says, “Then it shall
be, if it be done by
the eyes of the
congregation” (Num.
25:24). There are 248
limbs in the human
} body, and all are
directed by the eyes.
So Israel can do
nothing without their
Sanhedrin.

may allude to

mages with a dogged

185)

ha-Levi (TaMaKH): "0%9 PPy’ “HIS

.. They are greatly devoted to

arison here is not the
es at a water pool. Thus far, the comparison would seem to bring out

BIOGRAPHY

Commentary attributed to this rabbi is a philosophic work. The identity

on the five books of the Torah and the megillot W20
of Near Eastern Studies at the University of California at Berkeley.

and director of the creative writing program at Mills College.

Emeritus at Duke University.




What'’s the Connection?
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Below you will find a picture that relates to the theme of body consciousness. It is \T‘T\;i:
one of many possible ways to encounter the theme in our world. s

“The Birth of Venus” by Sandro Botticelli )

wpn N 2N PN D
PYn PYH Mah HaKasher to
m Mah HaKesher to Pesach:

Song of Songs: What connections do
What comnections do you find between the
you find between the picture above and
picture above and Pesach?
Song of Songs?

Now is your chance to draw from your own experience and identify something J‘
you have encountered in your world (a conversation, an article in the newspaper, a
story, a road trip, etc.) that connects to Song of Songs. How does your encounter
shed light on Song of Songs and the holiday of Pesach?




What’s Our Contribution? |
23NN VWP NN Mah Kishut HeChag?

Finding My Freedom

Every year the story of Israel’s exodus is recited at tables around the world. But it is more than a

story; it is a piece of our shared history and collective experience. According to the Haggadah, in :
ecach generation, each person should feel as though he/she personally had gone forth from Egypt, ¥
as it is written: “And you shall explain to your child on that day, ‘it is because of what Adonai did ;
for me when I [myself] went forth from Egypt’” (Exodus 13:8). And yet, it is so difficult for us to 3
experience the tales of slavery as our own.

Rabbi Kook taught, “We can find a wise bondman whose spirit is filled with freedom, and a free
person who has the spirit of a slave.”! In truth, we are all slaves — slaves whose backs are broken
by the weight of oppressive images that make us measure ourselves to unrealistic standards. The
story of Pesach begins with degradation and ends with Hallel — rejoicing for freedom. Take this
opportunity to walk that path, to write about your experience — from slavery to freedom.

In Egypt, I was a slave to Pharaoh and it was his cruelty that held me back and prevented me from reaching
the shores of freedom. Pharaoh can be a part of myself or a part of the world around me. Who or what is

my Pharaoh today?

God heard the cry of the Israelites and sent Moses to help free us from Egypt. But we couldn’t break free
from the chains without faith and courage. What do I need today in order to break myself free from these

burdensome chains?

During the Seder we journey from degradation to praise, or genut TH)) to shevach Nav. By the evening’s
b end we are singing psalms of Hallel, marveling at the greatest gift we people received, freedom. What do I
wish to celebrate? Who will I be once I have broken my chains, once I have crossed the Red Sea? What
song will I sing to God?

! Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook. The Family Participation Haggadah: A Different Night, ed. Noam Zion
and David Dishon. (Jerusalem: The Shalom Hartman Institute, 1997) 73. b
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What do 20" century American paintings of Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986) and
the ancient' scroll of Song of Songs have in common? One of O’Keeffe’s great artistic
revolutions is also a daring innovation for that intrepid biblical poetry called “Song of
Songs.” As art historian Britta Benke puts it, O’Keeffe’s work “is resplendent with color
and laden with hidden sensuality.” Moreover, Benke states that “O’Keeffe’s reputation
rests mainly on the large-format pictures that have‘ assured her an unusual place in the
annals of art, between realism and abstraction.”” Consider two feats of O’Keeffe’s work.
First, rather than depicting the actual spacial size of her now famous flowers, O’Keeffe
used her art as a vehicle for depicting the emotional size of the experience of beholding
the sumptuous petals. While lilies and irises are no more than a few inches wide by
objective measurement, O’Keeffe’s paintings feature petals and pollen that are magnified
to adjust for the subjective experience of them, their lived emotional proportions. In
many cases, she depicts flowers larger than we are. In other words, while the beauty of
many of O’Keeffe’s subjects was empirically small, her art reflects adjusted proportions
that our desire effects (internally). Her work reflects the emotional size of that beauty.
~ Secondly, O’Keeffe’s maverick style is not only about adjusting for the
magnitude of experience. Her lilies, irises, poppies, petunias, and leaves are more than
impressively giant, they are also “anatomically correct.” O’Keeffe’s paintings uncannily
capture subtle velvety textures, deep and rich colors, flowing, rounding, dissolving

contours and — certainly for botanists — even sweet scents can be suggested through the

! The scroll likely dates to sometime between the 6" and 4™ centuries B.C.E. We were first introduced to
this creative notion of considering O’Keeffe’s work as an analogy for Song of Songs by Professor Tamara
Cohn Eskenazi in a course on Song of Songs at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Los
Angeles.

2 Britta Benke, Georgia O’Keeffe 1887-1986: Flowers in the Desert (New York: Barnes & Noble, 2001)

inside flap of front cover.




brush. The beauty of her art is not, of coﬁrse, limited to the purpose of rendering
anatomically correct flowers. Sometimes they are also beautiful celebrations of a
woman’s curves.’ Still, while F{¢ud’s famous claim that “sometimes a cigar is just a
cigar” was correct, it is clear that O’Keeffe’s flowers are not just flowers.

So which is the “real” subject of O’Keeffe’s painting? Flora or eros? Don’t
answer, it is a trick question. Surely it does not have to be one or the other. It can be both.
The question is unfair because “flora or eros” is a false dichotomy, for if we sought to
distill one from the other, we would likely do violence to the integrity of each. When we
allow ourselves to get lost in one or another levels of meaning, both (and all) meanings
can remain whole, can co-exist. In fact, the more attuned we are to the details of the
flower qua flower, the richer the secondary meanings become. The reverse can be true as
well: depending upon the power of our imagination, secondary interpretations can enrich
primary meanings.

Going back at least 2300 years, we find a biblical poet (possibly even a woman
herself?) using words instead of paint to create her suggestive images. Judging by the
claborate and detailed descriptions of gazelles, hills, and streams, vineyards, grapes, and
pomegranates rarely found anywhere clse in the Bible, it is clear that this artist was also
striving to convey - poetically - the intense emotional size of her subjects’ desire. And,

anticipating O’Keeffe by a few millennia, the poet develops her own flair for suggestive
“anatomically correct” figures. Take, for example, the unmistakably libidinous use of

pomegranate imagery. Six times throughout the book we are treated to an encounter with

this exquisite fruit: twice the pomegranate is “the curve of your cheek” (Song of Songs

e

3 O’Keeffe’s work also bears “male flowers,” as in a certain painting of an iris.

-84 -




4:3 and 6:7),* once the woman’s limbs become “an orchard of pomegranate trees heavy
with fruit” (4:13), twice in is asked if the “pomegranate trees arc in flower” (6:11 and
7:13), and finally, at 8:2, the woman says to her lover, “...I would give you spiced wine
to drink, my pomegranate wine.” Like O’Keeffe’s flowers, pomegranates also suggest
textures deep and rich, colors flowing, contours rounding. Carey Ellen Walsh,

contemporary biblical scholar and author of Exquisite Desire: Religion, the Erotic and the

Song of Songs, elaborates rather frankly on what is subtly allusive (though unmistakably

present) in the Song. She explains,

[plomegranates, for their part, are a sexual symbol. Their
juice is both sweet and tart, keeping the drinker poised
between delight and a borderline bitter aftertaste. And the
fruit itself is almost obscene upon opening. It is juicy, red,
hard, and full of seeds, each of which happens to be the size
and shape of a clitoris, and requires precision from the
tongue.5

So can a pomégranate ever be just a pomegranate? In Song of Songs, it is not
likely — at least not solely a pomegranate. Moreover, the erotic imagery in Song of
Songs is not at all limited to genitalia; indeed, desire can be unlocked from all feétures of
the lovers’ bodies — not to mention from the flora and fauna around them. In fact, in
Song of Songs it becomes unclear, for example, where a flock of goats skipping down a
rolling hill images into being a woman’s flowing hair (4:1, 6:5), or where a rising tower
becomes an elegant neckline (4:4, 7:5). In biblical scholar Michael Fox’s words, the
«__eroticism of the Song is not genital-centered; rather it is diffused throughout the body

and projected onto the world beyond.” The entire body is suffused with erotic energy.

4 JPS translates this phrase as “a pomegranate split open.”

5 Carey Ellen Walsh, Exquisite Desire: Religion, The Erotic and the Song of Songs (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2000) 86.

S Michael Fox, “Song of Songs and Egyptian Love Poetry,” Journal of Biblical Literature 102/2 (1983) 228.
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Metaphor and reality merge, creating a poeﬁc world where at every moment, any part of
nature is ready and eager to offer its form for the cause; that is, to communicate the many
sides of desire. Indeed, as Robert Alter noted especially for uniting literary theory with
biblical scholarship explains of Song of Songs, “imagery is given such full and free play
that the lines of semantic subordination blur, and it becomes a little uncertain what is
illustration and what is referent.”’

What happens, therefore, if wé ask that same trick question of Song of Songs that
we asked of O’Keeffe’s paintings; namely, what is the real subject of the poem? Is it an
ode to the multi-sensory beauty of the natural world? A couple longing after one another?
Sex? Or how about, as Rabbinic tradition has asserted, the relationship between God and
the Jewish people? This time, the distinction between primary object and secondary
interpretation is hazier, more complex. For the analogy between O’Keeffe’s art and Song
of Songs’ use of metaphor breaks down in the feasibility of distinguishing between
primary and secondary interpretations. However, multiple levels of meaning coexist in
both works of art. Similarly, if we can allow ourselves to get lost in one or another of the
levels of meaning, both (and all) meanings can remain whole and become mutually
enriching. Even so, there is a larger theme in the Song that subsumes the various
interpretations posited above. Along with scholars such as Rachel Adler and Carey Ellen

Walsh, this study submits that this theme is desire, and must be examined on both literal

and metaphorical levels of interpretation. And if we are open to the possibilities of both

7 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (USA: Basic Books, 1985) 193.
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levels of meaning for this desire, we just might merit a whiff of “all the choice perfumes”
(4:14).}

In order to pursue our exploration of the nature of desire in the Song of Songs on
~ both levels of meaning, it is important to begin with definitions of what each of these
levels entails. Jewish tradition employs the technical terms p 'shat VW9 and d’rash
w77 to refer to primary meanings and secondary interpretations, respectively. P’shat
VY is often defined as the “plain meaning” of the text, while drash W77 refers to the
meanings we read into this plain sense of the text.? David L. Lieber, senior editor of Etz
Hayim (the Consevative Movement’s recent commentary 0n the Pentateuch) describes in

more detail the ideal goals and means of a p ’shat VWS commentary:

Archaeology, philology, anthropology, a new awareness of
ancient cultures — all of these have added to our
knowledge of the biblical world. We see our people in the
flow of time, in history, participating with the civilizations
around them, yet with their very own perspectives. What
they gave to the ancient world and what they took from it
— these are embedded in the p’shat [LW$], the plain basic
meaning of the text. We try 1o understand Torah as it was
once understood by Israelites — before the rabbis of the

N Talmud began to use the text for the fashioning of the great
civilization known as Rabbinic Judaism. We use the tools
of modern-day p’shat [VW9] to recover ancient
Scripture....The hallmark of the p’shat [OW9] is lucidity;
its goal is to see the text in a time and place and to have it
speak to us.

Whereas p’shat VY9 interpretations require the interpreter to refrain from reading his/her

own meanings into the text, d rash Y7 depends on it, as follows:

8 This is the JPS translation of kol-rashei v’samim oW YWNI-99, selected out of aesthetic preference.
The Blochs translate the phrase as follows: “all the rare spices.”

% In a biblical scholarly terms these levels might be called “exegesis” and “eisegesis,” respectively.

19 David Lieber, senior ed. Btz Hayim (New York: Rabbinical Assembly, 2001) xix.
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D’rash (or midrash) is a traditional nonliteral way of

reading sacred texts. The term comes from a Hebrew verb

meaning ‘to inquire, to investigate,’ and it refers to a

process of close reading of the text to find insights that go

beyond the plain meaning of the words. [i.e. beyond the

p’shat VW9]. In Jacob J. Petuchowski’s felicitous simile,

Jews read Torah as one reads a love letter, eager to squeeze

the last drop of meaning from every word: Why was that

word used rather than another? What is the significance of

the repetition of certain words? What does the choice of a

word reveal about the speaker’s innermost thoughts?“
With the help of this vocabulary, we will now be able to orient ourselves amidst the
centuries old discourse about desire in the Song of Songs and attempt to assess what
might be the poetry’s convictions about this universal human trait.

On a p’shat VW9 level Song of Songs might be described as a depiction of an
erotically playful couple, whose figure-eight like meetings and separations heighten their
longing for one another. Whether their desire is consummated becomes a contentious
literary debate, since what is at stake is the ultimate message about desire in the Song.
The most likely passage depicting a consumimation is 5:4-6, and even there it remains
only allusive. Thus Walsh asserts the book is “not about sex per se, but sexual
.yearning.... a sheer celebration of desire for its own sake.”? And the sexual yearning ofa
man and woman — but especially of a woman — is not the subject of any other book in
the Bible. Without consummation, the book bears a frustrated, excruciating, and for
Walsh an exquisite and delectable, longing. Similarly, without any marital union which
would contain the relationship legally, there is an element of social anarchy. Therefore,

Song of