
INSTRUCTIONS FROM AlITHOR TO LlBRARY FO'R THESES AND PRIZE ESSAYS 

AUTHOR:.,_ ___ G,=e~o::::.!..-r-r-~-fl.~e::::,_,~'---~w~.~()2~......::-.J~N::...i....,iJ~--------- -----

TYPE OF THESIS: Ph.D. ( O. H. L. [ Rabbinic r,:Kl 
Hascer's Prize Ess ay 

l. May ci rculate r.(J 

2. Is restricced ) for __ years. 

) Not necessary 
) for Ph.D. 
) chesis 

Noce : The Li brary shall respecc re6trictions placed on theses 
or prize essays for a period of no more than ten years. 

l understand that the Library may make a photocopy of my chesis 
for security purposes. 

3 . The Library may sell photocopies of my thesis. _L 

Li,brary 
Record 

yes no 

, 

u&-12 "7 

Microfilmed __ D_a_t_e __________ _ 

Signat~re of Library Scaff Member 



Shir Hashirim Rabbah : 
A Study in Figure and Narrative 

Geoffrey W. Denms 

Thesis submined in partial fulfillment of the requirements for Ordination 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion 

1996 

Referee, Dr. Richard Sarason 



psyc~ology , anthrop~:ogy, his:~ry and :~eclogy :c 

:ni ::i rasr, . 

This s~~dy i jenti:ies affe~ti~e ~ont en t an~ issues 1~ 

other aspects o f how figurative language and narrati~e 

The thesis is 190 pages in length and is divided ~nt c 

seve~ cnapLers . T~e :irst chap:er ir.trodLces Shjr Hashiri~ 

Rabbah and the issues to be addressed . Chapter two expl o res 

:he ~ature o : : igurative lang~age in general c~d --

religious discourse . Chapte r three considers the 
r 

psychologica : dimensio~ to figurative l anguage a nd analy=es 

the sou r ces and types of figures wnich appear i n Shir . R .. 

Chapters four, five , six and seven contain the major 

textual studies , each chapter being devoted to a different 

type of figura tive relationship f ound in the document : 

king/servant ; father/son ; lover/beloved ; and rivals for the 

be loved . There follows a conclusion , which summarizes the 

findings , and a bibliography . 
' 
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:5h : r Has:.:rir qabba!1 : :-.osc.imo :1y;. .a .r-~.:3r:! ::3:.: · 

~cs~1jri,.rr. :.oen:£ : :at'-.1e :..:; a:: :.he~: spec:::c :e~. rs . · 

insisting on all his specificity , the Rabbi s =emcve :he 

poems ~ro~ · he realm cf the Dnive=sal and move :nerr · - - ~e 

realm o f Lhe particula r . 

Rabb:s i ns i s t this : s no ordinary relations hip . I n f act , :t 

1s :te most ex:raoro:nar y _eve a ~~a:r ~maginab:e . 

s o the Rabbis t ell us , all about t he re l a tionship ot a 

peopl e : o i :s God . 

At first imagining , any nexus between the divine and 

human rea l ms would suggest a ki nd o f '' love " wh:ch ·"'ould be 

ethereal in the extreme , a numinous relat i onship which 

would stand outside time , space ar.d , perhaps , al: o : r.er 

human experience . But the sages who composed Shir Hashirim 

Rabbah see t his relationsh ip between God a nd his people 

otherwise. They see it as a " relationship" in the fullest 
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comple>: i ;-, i:..s emc:ior.s ; riddied wi•h .'c11:l1 .:'", 

histo ry . 1.. sho rL , 1 

o f ~igurative images , -he ~abo:s ~ree themselves o .~vo ~e 

person~: anJ social in descrioing the ~nterplay o f 

pcwe~ , pcwer:ess~ess , 

~ha racter~:es :he Jewish experience . 

. ~.t t.1e sane ·_:me , be-::a·Jse the paradigm ·_sec : o r :r.:.~ 

Divine- Jewish relationship :s a human one , this 

relatio;;s:1:p is :ic ~ j ..:st sooth::ig o r comfor~:.r.g , :.r,·:o:c::.:-:g 

feei1ng o f a nurturing and prot ecc:.ve de::.ty . -c is also 

anxiety- inducing a~d d::.s: ressing , as :.n a:: intima~e a~c 

intense human bonds. Yet for the very reason that it 

invokes all these attitudes a:id feelings , it is ren¢ered 

real , albeit often pain~ully real , for Jews who see 

themselves as one party i~ thi s relationsh:p . 

This study is an exploration of how the Sages who 

composed Shir Hashirim Rabbah understand this rela tionship 

and how they use images and narratives to articulate a 

theology o f relationship between God and I srae_. 

Because this relationship is treated as analogous to a 

human relaLionship, we will be focusing on the metaphoric 



3 

objects , we wil l be exam'ninq the figuraL1ve 1,drratives ::'r1e 

relations!", ip . 

Reflecti ng the 1mpress~onistic ~atu~e of rabbini2 

their theo logical implications . At tne same time , we wil1 

disciplines . ~he reader wil~ :ind ideas taken from 

cbvio~sly) :~terary tneory , OJt also from the ~ielcs o ~ 

anthropology , developmental psychology, and history applied 

a desire to gain a deeper understanding of the fi gures and 

their -enors. 

The study 1s divided into six chapters : the first 

introduces Shir Hashirim Rabbah ; Chapter Two focuses on the 

nature of figurative language and its place in religious 

discourse ; Chapter Three examines the types of figures 

f ound in rabbinic midrash ; Chapters Four , Five anc Six are 

each devoted to textual analysis of three different kinds 

of figurative relationships found in Shir Hashirim Rabbah : 

king/servant , father/child, and lover/beloved . 

' I 
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.:: ::.ass: f : e-:: : :-. Strc,.: v. and .S t ernberger as a n e:<egeti c a1 

Hashi .::-im ve:::-sP hy verse , an oc casic,na ll ;•, wc rd by wo rd . 

t " S:-.1r ?.as.-::.rim . 

later, betweeo 650 and 750CE ) , it includes considerable 

older mater:o.: . The wa r% draws heavi l y on ear:ier 

midrashic material , notably Mechi lta deRabbi Ishmae l , 

and Vayikra Rabbah . The language o f ~h~ document is large l y 

mis~~aic Hebrew and wes:ern Aramaic , with heavy use o: 

Greek and s ome Latin loan words 2 . 

The oldest known manuscript of Shir Rashi rim Rabbah is 

MS Parma De Rossi 1240 . Dated to 1270 CE, it includes as 

well the rr.idrash Pesi kta Rabbati . Gen:.zah fragments of the 

work , t otaling ten pages , have also been found3 . 

First published in Pesaro in 1519 as part o f a 

collection of midrashism on the five megillot , it has been 

reprinted many times , notably in Vilna , wi th the Pesaro 

edition as the basis . 
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-rit 1.~Jl P.:Jii.1 c r, 1 r 'ne who:.e · e:-: t nas been pro,iL:ce •. -:-1-,e 

HAsn1rim . 0~ formo: grounds Herr oivides rhe wo r ~ :~to w" 

verses 1 . 1- ? , and the remainder of the text proceeding i~ 

- ,., 
c •. s: !""uc:ure t" rhe end . This divisi on seems 

based on the example of Eicha Rabbah , wh ich is constructed 

different form . Whether it is :og ically j~stifieo to apply 

:t!s sa~e division t c a brie: c~::ec:ion of incrooc~:ory 

ma:erial is debatable . 

\ 
I 

~eusner :haraccer: zes : he doc~mer.: as a coheren: , 

structured work of a unified , if not a single, editorial 

effort4 . And certainly in its printed ed ition , the work 

seems notably well crafted , with an extensive ( f or the 

Rabbis ) set of reflection about the midrashic process, wel l 

laid out recapitulations of earlier material and, at times , 

tour-de- force displays of didactic genius , exemplified by 

the uses in Chapter 1 :1 . 1 . 8 of a series of mashalim to 
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explicating Scripture . 

E. Urba~h cha r acterizes the ~idrasnic treatment c ~ Sn1r 

slipµe r y and per haps cverused wo rd in scholarly :ir~les . 

obou its meani,g , yet ea~h wrl er seems :c unjers- a~J ·ne 

us ::ay chat ';er-e is an 0ve:::--o:ccning assumpt!on i:-, t~e 

f1gu r ative . 

ln f ac t, as we sha ll d i s cuss in greater detai: below, the ) 

Ra bb is ascr i oed a cert a i~: y l evel o! f igurative mea~i~g : c 

al l biblical t exts . In order for them to be able to 

recontextualize Scr i ptu re f o :::- themselves and f or thei r 

community , they nece ssar:ly had t o a ssume a f i gurative 

i ~te~t to Scri pture , a n : nten t which t rans c ends the t e xt ' s 

mean i ng in i ts cu l t ural and origina: his torical context . 

Some times thi s fig:;:::-ative assur.lpt:on was eve n 

articulated as a pri nciple o f their hermeneuti c , as we see 

wi t h the Rabbini c i diom, ml'.l'J)OlOm:n.PV}lO, the deeds o f r:he 

ancestors are paradigms for their descendants . In their 

reading of scriptural narrative , the Rabbis often invoke 

this principle to teach that the stories and actions of the 

various biblical character s a r e not simp~y t o be read f or 

their historical or antiqua rian value . Rather, the Rabbis 

believed the reader should r e cognize that these stories 
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the Bib2.e a!"e par ad:.gms : o r :::-:e e ~:~er:.en..:-e o f :!)rael, boi:r 

experier;ce of Abraham :.aving : o m1gra-e from Canaan t c 

simply taken by the Rabbis co be a biographical incident in 

o: what would happen to Is=ae: , both in the Egypi::.a~ ex::e 

Rabo:s themselves were che~ experiencing :bij . , ~C . 2 

:o al : rabbi~ic treatments of the Bible , and thus 1s 

sometr.:.ng Shir R . has i:-. ccmmon with other rr.idras:-i.:.c 

collections . 

At the same time , the Rabbi s do regard most biblica l 

~arrat:.ve s to be histo~ica : , context~al and ~on- f igu rative. 

Th i s a ssumption is illus t ra t ed in the very same s ection o f 

Bere shic Rabbah we we=e dis cu ss:.P.g ea r :ier . : ~ere c~e 

a uthor s ubjects the same stor y o f Abraham i n Egypt co 

narrat ive expansion (Ibid . , 40 . 5) indica ~ing t hat he 

regar ded it t o be, in some sense , an ac tual inci dent . Here , 

tha t pa ssage , as with most texts o f the Bibl e , the Rabbi s 

t reat it as havi ng t wo simultaneous levels of meaning , one 

cont extual , another recontextual / f i gurative . 

It is precisely this i ssue of dual meaning which 

dis tinguishe s Shir Hashirim from the other t ext s of t he 

biblica l canon . In the case of this particular document , 

'I 

I 
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liceral mea;-,:,c to tbe wo rk . ::::1 :act , ct ::-ead i .. a'".-1 :.rect 

t rJe , en 1 y meaning .-, f tr.·. s doci..:rnen , ,Nv~, □)i)YJi1 ;,vr.i pm!> Ni1Pi1 

ver s-2 or 8Jt ... r .'-ias!i r im a:,c creacs it as ir i c: were 'L'SC a 

Rabb::-,i.:- period , .:ew1s:1 spc;cesraen r.a•;e been a Jarr.a:-.: in 

:.ove poecry . 

Of ~curse , a~:o~e wnc has eve= l!srened t o popula ~ :o~e. 

constructed la rge ly o : figurative speech . And what :s true 

o : :ove s o~gs :~ general :s clearly also :=ue of Shir 

Hashirim . Even if one reads it as secu lar eroti~ poet ry , 

one .:s struck oy :~e number : igures , a veritable "garde:-. 

of metaphor", as Robert Alter apt ly , and figuratively , put.s 

iI . Even i ! :he Rabbinic reade=s were tc try to read ~tis 

document contextua lly e r litera lly, i ts unique ly rich 

metaphor~c :anguage wou:d qoick : y f orce them to d:=ect 

their energ i es to explaining the many displacements , 

juxtapositions , s i mi l es and images . 

The discourse of love must, of course , rely on metaphor 

because the emot ions involved demand the kind of intense 

speech that on ly the vivid power of fLgurat i ve speech can 

convey . In fact , the Rabbis would not deny that Shir 

Hashirim is indeed love poetry, and love poetry of the 
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I 

h:.qhest c.rcier a :"d deepes- e:---1c-: .:. Q;-. . E·~· · J-.re·/ -~,s .:..s-.: -.:r-."'-

thac emotion. is j ~recred sol e::..y :. =: r:iqher a-.o mere 

jispla~emenL . The~ ~nae ~stand :he fig~res t" oe s:a~d1nq 

historical ~~~ meta-nistc rica: , mysti ca l yet grounded in 

Tt _s aspect o ~ Shir Has~ir~m Rabbah , 1:s need t~ qrapp e 

f . · 1 • · d ' · . . . '\ 1ourat:ve _anguage , is its most 1st1ncr1ve cnaracte:::1st.~, 

as a c ccumer.~ . At the same time , ~: is ::..argely ciepe~ce~~ 

fer its materials on other Midrash collections , and is only 

one xa~ifesca::on of :he broader Rabb:nic enterpr.:..se . ln 

this regard, I must dissent :rom Jacob Neusner , whc 

c.ec::..a:-es, 

Song o f Song Rabbah stands at the pinnacle of the 
subl:.me writ:ngs o f "ou::: sages of blessed memor y" 
and f onns the theological counterpar t to the 
Mishna : a complete and cogent statement of a n 
entire system . . . I state that for a desc:::iption of 
"Judaism" ... it suffices that we turn to this 
amazing compilation aloneS. 

Whi le this exulted assessment movingly echoes Akiba ' s 

statement that "had the Torah not been given to Israel , 

Shir Hashirim would have sufficed for the governance of the 

world" (M . Yadayim 3 .5 ) , there real ly seems very little 
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Hasnir.:m is "a seq1.:en...:e o f statements of urgent l ove 

clea r ly about God ' s rela::.. onship co ;srael , pas: , presen: 

I~ ~s more ac~~ ra:e ~o cha r ac~er ize the wo r~ as a 

ear lier Midrashi ~ mater ials around several theo : ogica l 

themes . Sorne of these themes are particularly asscc~a: ej 

with Shi r Hashi r im , others are theological themes common in 

the Rabbi~ic :reatme~t c f any scriptura: text . 

The Tneolog1cai Messages o f Shir Hashirim Rabbah 

In expounding verse 1 . 12, WHILE THE KING WAS UPON HIS 

COUCH , MY NARD GAVE OFF ITS FRAGRANCE, Rabbi Mei r took this 

phrase as a reference to Israe l ' s shortcoming i n her 

relationship with God. In effect , Meir understands t he 

verse to say, tt ou r behavior stinks! " Rabbi Judah, however, 

interrupts him, declaring, 

" Don ' t you know, Meir , Shir Hashirim is 
not interpreted derogatorily , but to praise, 
because Sryir Hashirim was not given except 
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As a co,tinued reading 0~ Shi~ R. re~ea:s , ~acti 

subsequent c:cu :-se cf tr,e exegesis , er the .::cr.clus:o:-is d:-awi. 

·udan ' s statement are a number o f figura t1ve 

p ~aise of Is r ael . ~t is not lonq be fore, once again , 

~=iticism c f :te J ewis~ peop:e appea r s :~ :he 

inte r pre ations of other sage s . Howeve r much his peers 

cnose t o igno:-e tim, ~abbi Judah ' s op~ ~:on is ~ne c ~ :~e •, 

I' ~ew time s in the t ext where t he sages explicitly state what 

t:-iey : ninr. to be the "ker ygma " o f Shir Ha s hi r im . Ye:: :.:-. 

keepi ng with the i ronic way o f Rabbinic se lf-disclosu re , 

t~is s :ateme n: i s obse=ved t o be l argel y i g~ored , or at 

l ea st, hono red more in the breac h. Perhaps t his sta t ement 

is most i nd i ca tive J f how Shir R . is a docume :-it of many 

voices, containing many messages . I t may have a c tua lly been 

true that Rabbi J udah i nterpret ed t he figures e m:irely a s 

God ' s celebration o f Israel. Yet by the very fact t hat the 

Mi drash compi l ation meticulou s l y reco rds Mei r ' s negative 

interpretation , the text instructs us that Judah ' s 

understandi ng is only one among many. 

As Jacob Neusner has amply illustrated, the sages o f 

the Rabbinic period defined multiple rol c5 f o r themsel ves , 

political , l egal, religious and cultura16 . Foremost among 
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elites o: that time and ~lace , su~h ~s tne mcn'.s t 

not s eer. co c:::-eate for themselves~ society sepa~ate from 

:he la:-oer -ew :.sr COf'\Jn'J:-.:.:y . i<:a:r.er, -r.ey so·_gh: :c 

ThroLqh multiple means , pc~1t~ca :, social , but especia:ly 

Rabbini~ po:nt of view- . Shir . R . itself i l : ust rates ·his 

facLJal s co :-y , which ser ves as a ce :::-se int r oduccio1 · n ~~ 

inte :::-p :-e:a: :o:-. . This rr.aase."': repor ts, "As Rabbi was 

i nterpreti ng Sc r iptu re , the congregation became dr ows y . 1n 

order to c.wa ken them, ::e s a id , ' One woman iri Egyp: Dcre S' ', 

hund red t housand .. ' ." (4 . 1 . 2) . The lit e rat ure t hey c reated , 

while clearly aimed a t the mos t :iter ate a~d sophis ticated 

segment of their commun i ty, namely themselves , was a l s o in 

some part a resource f or their more popu l ar forms of oral 

ecucat : on , as t h is h~mor ous and sel f - deprecating i nc i dent 

illustrates . 

But , as we saw earlier, rare is the occasion where o ne of 

them attempts t o explicitly outline his int e rpretation of 

the theological agenda. Yet through the diverse figurative 

interpretations that surround Rabbi Judah ' s declarat i on , we 

know that there was more then just the one theologica l 

message offered for the text . 
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a~~log'l an~ the memordble image as devi:es : n ~onvey their 

Naturally, rhis wholes LdJ is premjsed on the 

~ndersta~di~g -hat t~e Rabbis see Shir Hashirim as a~ 

accou~t o f Israel ' s r ela~ionship to God , but exactly what 

k:nd of a-count :s :t? 

Daniel Boyar1n believes the Rabbis see Shir Hashirim as 

a key to the Torah, espec!al:y tne narrat!ve/~istorical 

accounts found in Torah . Thus Sh1 r Hash1rim serves as a 

kind of c=oss re:erence which al:ows the Rabb:s to better 

understand the content o f Torah , and to access those events 

and experience them anew8 . It is in effect , a mashal on 

the Divine - Jewish relationship centered on its seminal 

moments , or " the nuptials " as Boyarin puts it ; the Exodus , 

the wilderness and Sinai . Shir R. , he argues , takes thi s 

as its primary approach . 

Ephr aim Urbach also observes that the Rabbis in Shir R. 

frequently apply Shir HaShi r im to histo rical experiences9 . 
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::c e xp ress ::hei r "mys::.:_ca l -spi r :.:.ial " 1nterp.::-etat:_ons . 

to be part of a~ o~going Jewish- Christian disputation , sees 

a :-gu1"lg o n behalf o f the continuing ·.ialidity of the God-
... 

: s r ae_ ~e:ac: ~~s~!~ :~ : ~e :ace cf .::-:_v3 _ 2:aims ~~ 

Mau ::- ice ::irno r. believes :.hat S.1ir R. 1s intended co be an 

emphasis o r. the manifestaLic~s o: this love by e ach 

pa~t~er . God ' s :ove is jemo~s: ~ar ed bJ ~1s redeerring :srae: 

f rom Egypt 1here again , the his tor ica l reading is ) 

pr omine~t ) , while :srael ' s is s how~ th~ough che:_ .::-

willingness to suffer mar ty rdom fo r h is sake ll . 

It i s not our purpose ~o dismiss t hese ins ights a~o 

in terpretat ions. They are c learly co rrect , but t hey a re 

correct within the co~text o f a much broader i nterprer i ve 

vision . The Rabbi s o ffer these d i verse interpretations 

beca use t hese e l ements a ll serve to i : lumi nate the Divine-

Jewish rel ationship . In a l l cases, whether interpreting 

the narr a tive events of Sinai , making sense of I srae l ' s 

col lective suffering , expounding the place of To rah , al l 

t hese things are probed for what they revea l abouc che 

condition and the conditions of the Divine- Jewish love 

affair. 

Neusner holds that the Rabbis regard the verses o f Shir 

Rashirim as statements about " ... the fixed truth about God 
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and God ' s ~e:at:onship wi:h Israe: ... t~ey repea-ec:y se: 

forth the same point : God loves Jsrael , iSrael :oves ~od , 

Whi le somewhat reductionist, this statement i~ essentially 

accurate. 

1 woulc argue that the theo:o~~ca: assump:1ons 

:srael ( at 1~c:: oes- io·:es God, and Shir Hashinm 1c: ;: 

questio~s the sages i~ Sjir R. attempt to address, and a:l 

the exegesis :hey offe~ , a~e predicarej c~ tr.ose :h~ee 

assumptions . And all three of these theological assumptions 

are assump~ic~s o f relac:ons~ip . So when the Rabbis 

articulate them via the "stage dressing " of figurative 

language , they de so ~sing the clothing of human 

relat ionships . 

It is this interest in the relational aspect of their 

re:ig:ous lives that makes f:gJrat:ve :anguage so usefu : to 

the Rabbis. By concretizing this metaphysical connection 

through the use of extended figures arrayed in social 

arrangements, the Rabbis imbue th:s potent:a:ly etherea: 

and incomprehensible relationship with graspable cognitive 

and potent affective content. Boyarin notes this in 

explaining how figures in Shir Ha shirim serves to explain 

the narrative/historica l portions of the Torah : " those 

situat ions are rendered axiolically and emotionally sharper 

by the figures o f the poeti·c text " 13 . 
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but alsc a primary device f o r the Rabbis . :n all the 

huma:i ::-e~atL .. nships is :\O i:. 0.1:.y the tver-a:-ching ,~on.:e:--, ; 

~onrnuni~at : nq r~ose aqendas . 

them we can map the psycho- social and emotional 

o : r.ima~ relationsr:1p , in all :neir :-ichness , ttat permi • ~ 

:elig:ous experiences and explain them as elements~:, :ne 

God- Is ::-ae: =e : ac:onship . 

fear , debt and duty , suffering and reconciliation which gc 

~o make ~P :he to~al:ty o f human relacionsh~ps can be 

paralleled and applied t o the historica: and socia l 

all seen as incidents in the course of a greater , yet 

analogous metaphysical relationsr.ip . This homology is a 

logical extension o f the Rabb i nic assumption that God 

possesses a human-like personality. 

Out of this r ich figurat:ve matrix , the Rabbis explo re 

and attempt t o answer a number o f religious questions about 

this long , difficult relationship such as, W~y does God 

love us? Or, since others claim to be God ' s beloved , how do 

we know that our relationship endures? Given the claims of 

others , is this relationship unique? How does God show his 

I 
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from us? If God is ir, :-e:ar::. o nsJ-.ip wi::h .. s , why does r e 

seem sc dis:ant? A~J 
r. . ., 
_ 1 r.a ~ -Y , 

distance permanen? 

The sageq ~ f S~ir R. use f!gJres draw~ ~rom the B!ble 

these questi ons . They strive to explain a~l relevan: 

e:-:per.:er,ces - ~.:.s:o.:::-i.:a_ , ..:cn.'7\u:-.a~ an:i persona: - w':1:. .:::-. 

have a bearing on them . They utilize e>:periences whi ch seem 

wr.i ~h t~=eaten t c challenge thdt assumptio~ . Their whol e 

tr.~o:cg::.:::a: :ask , ir. all _ts b:-eadtr. , :s r. c a:: .:...:::-1r. ::J-.i.s 

relationship as valid and endurir.g . figure and Sc r ipture , 

history and psychology arP all arrayed in its service . 
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Fiquracive La.,quaqe a.1d Midras.i 

Rabbir.i.: midrasr. , :.t would be helpful to f:..rst exa11i;1e wha~ 

we mea:: w;:e:- we spea:.: :>: a " ::.gure" o r " :iq..::.-c::.:ve 

language". 

The terms " figurative language", " figure" and " :igure -:Jf 

spee.:J-." a:-e c:c se.:..y ::-e.:..a-i::ec! ideas wr.ic:-: are .:..arge::,• 

indistinguishable in common usage . Efforts have been made 

since .:lassica.:.. ~i~es i~ both l:terary and lingu:sti: 

studies tc define these terms with more precision . The 

results have been decidedly mixed . 

In fact , a quest for definition first leads to greater 

cor.fuslon r a~her then greater clarity . This is because 

figurative language shares over lapping meaning with many 

other terms which try t o d escribe speech which is not 

propositional, literal , or " transparent ". In English we use 

the terms "figure", "mer:.aphor'', "simile " , "parable" and 

"allegory" in ways that are close ly related. At times the 

r esemblance of one term for a nother borders on the 

synonymous . For exampl e, one s ource offers a definition of 

"allegory" as language that "presents one thought in the 

. t · h nl image o anot er .... Compare this with an explanation of 

"metaphor" as " ... a word which in standard usage denotes 

one kind of thing, quality or action applied co another" 2 . 

For the purposes of this paper, any word or con~ept applied 
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' figure ' o r ' vehicle ' . The wo ~d o r concept be:~g represe~rec 

' subje.:::• ' . 

The ,verlapping de::.:ni: ior.s :or r hese terms irdi:::a tes 

jue.t how har:d l t is :c pi,, dowc1 w:-,at we nean w:-.e,. we ·.1se 

them. Furthermo re , the confusion is suggestive of t~e 

global nat~re of figer~t:ve :anguage , an :ss~e we wil: ~: 2( 

up agai:i later . 

Soree th:~kers have developed c:assificat:ons o f c~ese 

personifications and other terms in ways that make them 

subsets o f figure . Othe rs reverse the hierarc~y and tree: c 

figure as one element in a metaphor3 . 

figurative language may also be subdivided into t wo 

groups, figures o f speech and figures of thought 4 . A figure 

o f speech invo:ves a depart~re i ~ the :ogical order ~= wcrjs 

f or rheto rical effect. An example of this is the figurat ive 

effect achieved when an abstract noun i s made :he sub j e ct o ~ 

an active verb: "Wisdom cries aloud in the streets". 

By compari son , a figure of thought involves the change or 

extension of a word ' s meaning, such as occurs in the 

metaphor , " lam a rose of Sharon". Assuming that the aut.hor 

is not performing an act o f animism by having a rose address 

us in the first person , this use of rose is a figure of 

thought . The speaker identifies herself wit.ha r o se . Yet 

the word " r ose" in its sta·ndard, denotative use has no 
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connot:at i ve purpose. The wcra ' s ir,ean~ng is t-e l ng e:~~erdea s 

rbeai; y o r "ragr2nce , fr, :- e>:amp' e 1 are transrerre t o :ne 

concr~te rorm, or as Pi erre fontanier put 1t , tne ~igure 

h figure is not simply o subst:tJtion o: nou~s . :~e :igJ:-e 

throLgh rhe choice o f :_gure something about the nature o: 

figurat:1vely c: a person as a "gaze:le" is literally 

something significant about the tenor . The audience 

immedia te:y :ocks :0: e_ernents s ereocyp1cal c: the f:gc:-e 

which serve as :inks to che person. These elements suggested 

by the image of tne ::gure are often re:erred to as the 

tropes of the figure. Perhaps the swiftness , grace, beauty 

associated w11:h a gazelle are tropes which are mea~t to 

reflect similar qualities in the person . At the same time , 

the figure does not encompass the Gestalt of the tenor , iL 

is not a synonym . So, wh ile the use of "gazelle" may 

highlight some tropes which ~ef:ect qualities :n the tenor , 

it suggests little or nothing about other qualities , such as 

the person ' s wi t , voice o r ferocity in battle. 

Yet there is even more at work . To say " I am a Rose of 

Sharon" is not simply another way of saying " I am 
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"beauty" is th':= message the fig ure is supposed : o .:a nve·j? 

:s there a:-.Gther t ::-ope we a::-e cve ~loo ,:: :.g? 7;:s ~ea:is ..:s 

rhe question , wh1 use o :igure ra ther than say wr.at we 

language with all its im~recisicn , we presumabl '/ 1.1c rease 

:ts function in th ree ways : r hetorical , aesthetic and 

ar.:hropologjcal . 

The firsL way of understanding figurative language 

e:nerged with :he earliest conceptualization of figc.::-e -·· 

classical times . Th : s understand1ng treats f i gurative 

la~g~age as a device o f rhecor:~, a weapon i~ the arser.a: o : 

pe~suasion used by a rhetor ician5. Through a powerful 

f igu re , loaded w: th connocacior.s famil iar to the audier.ce , 

the rheto ric ian enhances the message he or she wishes to 

convey . But more the n merel y coloring or highlighting a idea 

wi th a memorable illus t rat ion ( though this too is a function 

o f a figure , as d iscussed below ) , figurat i ve l anguage has 

the unique potential to , as it were , "carry an argument". 

In some ways it is essential to the art of r hetoric , which 

seeks to move the listener from one attitude or posi tion to 

another advocated by the speaker. Figures are inherently 
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person dialect :.;::ally, because simply ,:noerstana:! nq 

part of -;:he :is~ener . ln 0 rder : o r the fi~ure t o :-nake ser.se, 

the :or.or . This "move " o: seer.i ng cr.e resemblances between 

tr.e :ig•;!'."e anc ::--.e :.enc: _s ca_::.ej :.r.e " trope " 6 . The ,,::es:::-e-:! 

result lS a~ ar:alogy which demonstrates that al: he 

assoc~ario~s a~j a::~itutes ass:g~ed :o :he f:gu:e a !'."e 

equai:y appiicable to the te:1cr , the " reality" in whose 

stead the figJre s:ands . Wha - ~ake~ ::Gurative !'."~etor:~ 

parti~ularly effective is how it engages the listene rs into 

drawing ~he des: ~ed cc~~lusio~ themselves by having to so~t 

out the analogies \later we will con s ider t he implications 

that learning :heory of fers concerning this p rocess} . A 

stri king or well chos en figure ther efor e posse sses 

cons i de rable r he t orical c:out . 

The second approach treats fi gur a ti ve l anguage a s having 

primarily an aesthetic fu nction . In this tropologica l 

approach , figure i s a matter of styl e and an o rnament o f 

speech rather then a tool of persua sion? . Some l iterary 

theory twts chosen to f ocus on t he ae sthetic nature of 

figurative language, to the detriment o f its rhetorica l 

funct ion . 

Finally , ther e a r e thos e who a r gue that all fo rms o f 

£igure and me taphor are t he ine vitab l e pr oduct o f l a nguage. 

Rather t han being a d ist inctive device within speech, it i s 
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speech i3 , to a lesser or greater degree , fig~rativeA . 

Z\c-cordin0 to his positim , f'gurat:ive 1.::nguaJP ,~ 

inescapab l1:: . F.veo l.::in(]1J;HJP whir.h we take to convpy ideas 

d~rectly nr litera lly is 1- fa=t constrccted , a: s n~P pr;n- , 

out nf a figure . The very word " litPral " is a p r ime e~ample. 

connocates fixed , na rrow meaning of a Jetter or wo rd, and by 

f..,rr'ler extens: on , t!1e exa c ~ mean:-.g of any col'T\T1unic:-atior , 

wr ittPn , o ra l or behavi~ral . Yet continuing to reflect the 

inevjtabiiity of figurarive 1-.!sage , -che border betweer 

" literal " in a denotative and connotative sense is 

constantly blurred . Consider the phrase "he litera · ly 

over " . Employed here the wo rd " litera11y" i s far removed 

from its denotative root , and could be understood li tera llJ 

o r fi gu ratively , depending on t he context in which it i s 

USP.cl . 

This linguistic argument about the global nature o f 

figurative l anguage has , to put it f igu raLively, the " ring 

of truth " about it . However, in accepting that figurative 

l anguage is jnescapable in human communication , there i s a 

reductionist risk of regarding i t as no more then an 

autonomic f eature of language and failing to recognize that 

jt has a m0re deliberate and artful role in the creatio n of 

meaning . The most sophisticated critics recogni ~e that the 

use of figure involves al l three elements. An i nevi tabl e 

habit o f communication is appl i ed i n a deliberate and artful 
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fashi or. to the ca:;se oi persuasion . 

It is also impor tant to note that most writings on 

f:g~ra~jve la~~~age regard a fi;ure as a srn~:e word e r~~: : 

of mean ing , usua:ly a noun , as in the sentence, " He was a 

tiger on the ba:::e!ield". ~e=e " r:ger" :s :~e !igure . 

Jlowe·✓e r , more recent analysis of figurat ::..ve :anguage has 

elaborate and involve multiple figu r es creati~g figurative 

re:ac::..onships . Some have ca::ed :~1s a~ "exte~ded :=ope" , 

which a figure and its accessory ideas create ideas o f 

l . h' 9 re at1ons 1p . 

Ultimately , figures are lingui s tic forms and 

constellations of forms subst itute d for real bodies f or :~e 

purposes of ana logy . Through such f o rms , the expression of 

ideas , thoughts and fe e lings a re conveyed in a manner 

different from a s imp l e o r common e xpression . 

Figurative Language in the Context of Religious Discourse 

Some of what we have learned i s helpful i n understanding 

the us e of figur es in religious dis cour s e . At the same t ime, 

expressi ng re l igious i deas through figures a l s o refl ect s 

uni que probl ems , a nd how we understand f i gurat i ve language 

from a li~erary perspective does not wholly e xpl a in what i s 

happening when we use figur.es to c ommunic a t e religious 

ideas . 

'!his problem is most evident when we examine t he r ole o f 
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mechanism for conve~ing rneaninc i~ f:.qurative o:scou~se . ) - . -

discourse . The us~ o f analogy !n both fo rms o f Jis~ourse 

Yet : o~ a:l -he sirr::arity, t~e anal ogical process 

almost be chara~terized as working to opposite purposes . I n 

everyday ~1g~rative ana:c gy , ~!g~res o f thought serve ~o 

enliven and rnar.e vivid universally known and shared 

experi ences in novel and ~e~o rable ways . For exa~p:e , a: . 

humans know the experie~ce o: being angry . Because o f our 

:rn:. versal famH iari r. y wi :h that experience , simply saying " I 

am angry " requires no transla tion . We a l l know wha t it i s t o 

be angr y . But such a "t r anspare~t " s tatement does not co~vey 

anything about the particular exper ience of the spea ker , or 

comrnu1ica e other aspects o: the experience , such as the 

intensi ty of f ee ling . Phrased in propos itional l a nguage , the 

anger being desc ribed remains a well- understood but abst ract 

and r emoved condi tion . 

By expressing the same experi e nce f i gur ative ly , t he 

lis tener i s moved f r om the denotative to the connotat ive . 

Through i t t he abstrac t and universal experience of a nger 

gains both drama and particularity. To declare PJ am an 

exploding volcano", or " I feel like a pot boi l i ng over" 

transforms an abstract universal into a more persona l , 

I 
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vivid a~d in:e~se e~press10~ ~~ :te ezpe:_e~:e . 

I would describe this form of figurative analogy as 

movi~g :he :isce~er :re~ incw!edge ~: a '' !a~:::sr ;~:vers~: " 

towa ra ur.derstandi::q a:: " u=ifamiliar pa :--;;L: ... lar" e>:per ier.:e 

by : he veri:: e o: a :a~i:~a:- fi~~!'.'e . 

famil~ar ten~r -------------------> unknow~ pa!'.'t:cu:ar 

1n everyda:,· speec!i , figu r ative i dnguage combines :wo 

the familiar f1qure) iG a ~o~e! way which gives new a~a 

particu:ar mean1ng to t~e tenor . 

Wh ile religious language also appeals :o fami liar figu res 

1n o rde:- : o il : ~st:-ate and ~ake vivid i:s mean:~~:~ c 

movement which parallels common figurative thought, it 

simulcaneo~sly moves us i~ quite the opposite direcrio~ . -

the case of religious l anguage, the figure attempts to make 

something numinous sufficiently mundane s o as be 

comprehensible. Figures of thought strive to make 

understandable and human a metaphysical reality which by 

definition has no true physical analogy and cannot be 

adequately expressed . 

In the case of religious discourse , the denotative 

reality is not only ah abstraction , but also poor l y 

understood by the listener . So while we can claim that all 

people are thoroughly familiar with anger, we claim just the 

opposite about God. Spokesmen for Judaism s ince biblical 

t imes have asserted that God is a phenomenon which is both 
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inef~able a~d without tt~e anal og~e . 

Given this fact , in ~ei:gious discou ~se the pu~pose c f 

figura~i ~e la~gJage is ~c~ sc much t o re~der the ~am:l:ar 

nove l as i t : s co make an unknown and poor:y understooo 

te~or ~~~wable a~d a=cess:b:e th r o~g~ ~he ve~:cle o ~ a 

:o.miL,a r figure . 

understandable analogy<- --------------- - ineffable reno ~ 

Th1s d1sc1nction in tur n leads t o anot her in 

~nderstand i~g the unique nature o f figu rat i ve langJage in 

relig iou s discourse . 

Most theories of figure assume that it conveys discourse 

in a way d:ffere ~t from common expressio~ . In ho:d:ng that , 

the y i mply that the i deas expressed through figurat i ve 

language could be said another way 10 . Abrams notes that 

there are figures of speech which become such common usage 

tha t the distinction between tenor and figure is los t , and 

they cease to function as living figures . Fo r exampl e, the 

expression " p i ggyback " i s a f i gu rative expression meaning t o 

carry someone or something on the upper back and shoulders. 

In English thi s phrase is really the only simple way of 

expressing that idea . Therefore the figure is "dead". 

"Piggyback" has become a de notati ve term . For a figure to 

rea lly function as such, there must be a common or 

transparent alternative way bf expressing a thought or 

; 



l 

29 

cor.cep- . 

Yet the numinous nat u ::-e ::, : trie tr1i:igS bei:-i<; explc ::-ec .:..r, 

re:igi tLS disco~rse raises -te ques•io~ of wtetGPt :ne=e 

really is any wa~ , besi~es figJra t~ Je :anguage, r- express 

~l~~=arive ia~g~age? 

Pierre fon:anier, the Frenc~ 1::erary cnec~is: , ~~ ~ers cs 

languaqe . He argues that when a certain word belongs tc a 

"proper mean:ng " o f a thing . Ye:: o figure can a lso be used 

: o jesc=~be :he same rea:ity " i ~p=operlJ ''. Fen a~ier g~e~ -~ 

to acknowledge that one may resort to figure because the re 

is a ' ::-ea_ :ack ' o f tGe proper wcrd . He goes O:) :o s9ea~ o: 

a resulting "lexical lacuna" , a gap into which steps 

" improper" figurative language t.o convey the meani ng . In the 

case where a figure is used because there is a lexical gap, 

the figurative process is called "catach:-esis" l :. 

A dictionary defines catachresis as " the misuse or 

strained use of words". Though this word is used 

pejorative ly in literary criticism, I can think of no more 

apt word to <lescr.::..be the entire figu r ative process ir. 

religious discourse . Al l religious figure involves the 

" improper " and "strained'' use of words and associations 

borrowed from outside religion to convey ideas which lack 

more denotative express ion . ·.n.11 theological use of figure .::..s 



30 

"catacr.res.:s" . 

The use o f catach r esis .:s ~orrnno:-1 to •-:. c~c: : ; ~ver-·1 

re:ig1 01.:s -:-ornmun i ':.; , a:-id i.;;rge::,- ~or : ·.e sa:re ::-er1 s---:--.s . :f 

wi shes t::, ':'.'ea te a commL r H'l wt-_:..::-: ex:ends oey:>r.a ::-:e ::i :-.:ie 

ev.:ry rel.:gion cc.n fronts cr.e prob lem of how to cor.mninicale 

sJ~h exper ier.ces t~ :tcse wtc re;~~; ~ire~·:; ~dve sha rej 

in them . Again we ret 1~ r:1 LG rhe issue touched .,pen in ou r-

must constru:t rheto rical models which explain LO the 

expe r ier.ces . ay :ts ver} nature , ::-eligi ous o:scou r se rn~s · 

lacuna that exisLs not only in l ang uage, but 1 ~ exper ience 

itsei: . 

This b r ief dlscussion hardly exhausts wha t can be s a id 

about t~e s ubje ct of f igurat i ve langLlage , f or it seems ~he 

nature o f figure comes very close to the essence o f how we 

create meaning through language , a top ic far beyond the 

scope o f this study . Therefore, for the purposes of this 

study we will f ocus our interest on the following elements 

of figuraL ive language : 

Since we are most interes ted in the theological messages 

conveyed by the figures , we will concentrate on figurative 

language as rhetoric, as a device of argumentat ion and 

persuasion . Given that our study centers on how fig ures 

illustrate religious ideas , we will naturally focus on the 



31 

o f expression . 

And since we are interested in how the Rabb:s use figu~es 

tc cornrrn.:nicate their ideas c f divine- humar: :-e:at: on sr.:.p , we 

wiJl emphasize examining extended t ropes invo:.vinq multiple 

suggests an implie~ relationship which addresses our a~ea ~r 

We wi ll also consider the question of catachres1s , the 

degree to w~_ch the Rabbis JSe :~g~rative :a~guage c u: ~~ 

preference o r necess~ty , and what rhose cho ices reflec: 1r. 

Figure in Midrash and Rabbinic 
Interpretations of Scripture 

So far as we know, the Rabbis have no term for figurative 

language. They are aware of figurative ~arrat~ve i~ the :orm 

o f the ,~o and n~~o, but there is little or no evidence that 

they are self-consciou s about of the full scope of how they 

use figures of thought , or that they have anything 

approaching a f orma l theory of fig urative l anguage 

regarding their religious discourse . As a recent c ritic has 

noted, the Rabbis are notorious ly reticent about explaining 

their methodology 12 

However, an example of how the Rabbis use figures , 

whether self- consciously or not , can be seen in an early 

'; 
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pass age : r orr. Sh.: r Has:-.1.r1tn Rab.ta::. :.,.:;.:ate-::::;: a c:s-.:ss:.c:-. 

of whether Solomon should be coLlnted amoP.g ~he wicked o r ~he 

ce r tain propositi.onal statements inclllded 1n the d~scussior 

refere~ce o the use o f c~ree kinds of proofs , 

~o~ f:.~d :~a- ~igh:eo~s beget r:ghteo;s , wi cled 
beget wicked, righteous beget wicked , and wi c ked 
bege: ~i~h,eous , a~d all of these [c:aims: ~ave 
1verificatior. :nro ugh ] a S=ripcure , a ,vo and a 

n::P?O ( :. . l . 6 l • 

Given our interest 1n figures , the presence of the word 

tantalizing , and hints at some self- conscious ~ess about the 

This passage from Shi r Hashi r im Rabbah echoes a verse in 

the biblica l book of Prover bs , " ... t. o unders t and a ?YJO ar.d a 

i1!P?O ; words of t he wise and their r i ddles (Prov . 1 . 6) " . 

Eng list. Bible t r ar:slatio~s anc bibi:ca~ :ex: co~s co:~ ~act 

offe r " figur e " a s a t r anslation for n~~o, but the ques t i on 

is no t s o s i mply resolved . The wo rd appears in onl y one 

other p l ace in the Bi b l e, i n t he book o f Habbakuk . Ther e ic 

i s used i n a very diff erent sense , as meaning a sarcastic 

remark or sat i re . 

The equivocal meaning o f il~'~'° carri es over t o i t s use i n 

Shir Hasbirim Rabbah, ma ki ng i t difficu l t f or us t o draw 

definitive conclusions . Because of this , and be~ause the 

word does not again appear post- biblical l y outsi de Shi r 
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Hashirim Rabbah unti: the medieval pe'riod , we can r.ot be 

confident what the authors of Shir Hashi r im Rabbah meant 

when they used this biblical word i~ their context: 

The passage in Shir Hashirjm Rabbah does offer an example 

to go along wit~ their use of n~~o. The example they offer 

i s a p roverb : '•What. does a beet le give birth to? Insects 

~orse then itself" (: . : . 6 ) . Un fortu~ate ly , while we would 

\certainly consider this an example of figurative speech , 

neit~er the exampl e given no~ the context of its us e allows 

us much evidence to gene ral i ze about how t he Rabbis regarded 

figurative language in a programma:ic sense . 

However, the presentation of both the ,vn and t he n~,,n as 

a type of proof ~s suggestive o f how the Rabbis use figure 

a s a t ool to confirm and convey t heir beli efs. 

Introducing beetles and bugs into a discuss ion of kings 

a nd t he i r moral qua litie s i s a s hi ning exampl e of how figur e 

serves the Rabbis in the i r quest to express the i r re ligious 

ideas . Here , as i n figurative l anguage generally, the 

message i s al l us i ve . It requires the l istener to draw a 

parallel . The listeners knows t he life of beet l es t o be 

physically repugnant , feeding on squalor and manure, and 

they also know that the ~yproduct of that life is offspri ng 

of equally repugnant caliber . The figure is not transparent 

in i tself, but , placed -in the cont ext of dynastic r oya lty, 

it invites the listener to apply that image ·analogously to 

the less £amiliar life of kings in particular, and the more 

abstract real.In of morality in general. 
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Use of figures leaves the parallels implied, and the task 

of linkage is left to the listener. Through the use of 

figures , the Rabbis include the listeners in the process of 

interpretation , and allow a certain latitude to draw the 

conclusions themselves. But by placing the figure in a 

highly specific context, where there is a striking 
c; 

juxtaposition between the figure and tenor, t he 

interpretative possibilities are narrowed and channeled 

toward certain conclusions , at least on a surface reading. 
_./ -

Returning to our example, the nj~n about beetles and their 

offspring could convey a different meaning in a different 

context , but here it instructs us about ~ission of 

moral temperament . ~ 

Moreover, the Rabbis do employ figures to confront a 

unique circumstance arising from the central place that 

sacred t ext occupies in Rabbinic civilization. In the Bible 

the Rabbis are the inheritors of a rich tradition of 

figurative usage and figurative symbols . But in addition ~o 

being a source of examples, the Bible simultaneously besets 

the Rabbis with problems. As mentioned earlier , a 

figurative vehicle works because it has attributes and 
. 

qualities familiar to the listener which can be applied 

analogously t:o the tenor·. Yet it may be th.at the 
' 

asspciations being invoked are culture- b9und, and the 

relationship- between the figure- and tenor may not be readily 

· availa~le to ·som~f~ ~o~- irraner~~d 

,situat·ion -for ces an--a'Udience· to ·a , 

in that culture . Such a 

more fonnal levei of 



J 
interpretation. The challenge of making sense of figures 

outside of their cultural and historical context is amply 

demonstrated by the diverse and often strained explanations 

of modern Biblical scholars in their e fforts to identify the 

·tenors and the analogies at work in Shir Hashirim itself. 

Many such scholarly interpretations are documented in 

Robert Gordis ' The Song of Songs and in Marvin H. Pope ' s 

The Song of Songs : A new Translation with Introduction and 

Commentary. 

Though the temporal and cultural distance is less , the 

Rabbis confront the same problem and the same task . The 

Rabbis claim authority to leadership of their religious 

COinrflunity through their mastery of a text , Scripture . B~' 

the Scripture, which they claim is both eternal and 

universal in scope , often seems historically bound, 

parochial and, at times , just obscure. So beyond the alr~ady 

daunting task of making sense out of their own existential 

condition, the task of the Rabbis is complicated by having 

to help their community view that situation through the lens 

of ScriptuTe . Because of this need, tbey are .forced to 

explain biblical figures which have become. opaque over 

time-, · and which themselves are in n~ed of in'terpretati9n, 

~ figu_rati ve or otherwise: 
r-;--,.-

But this very situation~ ~hich seemingly- presents an 

obstacle to c~mmunicating ~their immediate religious 

con:-~rn~ ~ · in · t'he e~'d pr ove~ •~-1o~n to th: · ~~b.i _s . F©C1: 

ultimately .it is. t-heir -uoparalle-l.ed I'.?rowess at. biblical 
~ ; . .. 
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interpretation that underpins their authority . And it is 

their deftness in recontextualizing biblical texts to their 

own circumstance by giving those texts meaningful 

figurative interpretation that constitutes their special 

contribution to the use of figure in religious discourse. 

So the uniqueness of Rabbinic use of figure arises from 

the two-fold nature of their project . First, i n common wit h 
1 

any religious group, they need to find suitable language to 

communicate ineffable but crucial re l igious experiences to 
.-/ 

their intended audience (and to themselves). Figurative 

expression is the linguistic tool best suited to the task. 

At the same time they need to make sense of scriptures which 

are supposed to anticipate and to teach about those very~; 

experiences , but which have become , to use the metaphor of 

the tenth- century writer Pseudo- Saadya, "a lock to which the 

key has been lost" 13 . As it. turns out, in both cases 

figurative language with its analogous logic is the vehicle 

to bring the audience to the metaphysical tenor which needs 

to be made understandable. 

Two Types of Figures in Rabbinic Discourse 

.. 
In .expl0ring the Rabbinic use of £igu~ative lqngµ?ge , 

th_eref ore , we 

These figures 
' . 

Rabbis,. 

,.."--
. 1.:- . • ~ 

are rea.ilY. dealing w,ith two types of figures. 
~ ., I - ' .,. ' ., 

ret'l~ct the: t~o~fold ta~k, und~r.takE:_n. by the •. 

Ttie f _irst t"Yr>e 0£ .figu:re . ,. 
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text of the Bible . Bequeathed to the Rabbis by Scripture, 

these are figures in search of meaningful tenors . Already 

existent, they await exegesis suitable to revitalize them 

for their new audience. An example of this would be the 

figure of the lily growing amidst thorns found in Shir 

Hashirim 2.2 . In order to make religious sense of this 

figure , in Shir Hashirim Rabbah 2.2 . 2 , Rabbi Eliezer 

applies it to the Jewish experience in Egyptian exile. 

Eliezer understands Israel t-e--"be the tenor ..of the lily, and 

the surrounding Egyptian nation to be the tenor of the 

thorns. Of course there is much more to be said about this 

figure and how it is interpreted, but that is not our 

immediate concern . Suffice for now that it serves to 

illustrate a type of figure in Rabbinic discourse . In 

subsequent discussion , we will refer to such a figure drawn 

from the biblical text as an "exegetical figure " . 

The second type of figure is that which , while it may be 

_inspired by Scripture , or may serve to explain Scripture , is 

not limited to the images found in the biblical tex~ being 

explored. T·hese figures may either serve to further 

illustra~e the text or to explain a re~igious idea, but 

their· .figurative image~y is not wholly derived f+om the ... 
biblical text under d iscussion-;.. 

Th~s type of £i~ur~t~~~- ~xpa~sion or ' spin- off ' is 

e~empli~ied by t he parable. introduced i,mmed±ately following 

~?})bi E;,l~e~er ' s d~s_cU:ssion . {2 --~~jt_it \~.o~; i .s . ~n1=,ended t~ . 

explain the figure of the., ·lily an~t the-- ~horns,.·i · - . , 
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Rabbi Azariah said in the name of Rabbi Judah who 
received it from R. Simon: A king once had an 
orchard where they planted a row of fig trees and 
a row of vines and a row of pomegranates and a row 
of apples. Then he turned it over to a guard and 
went away. After a while the king came and 
inspected the orchard and to learn how it was 
doing. He found it full of thorns and briars . So 
he brought woodcutters to chop it down. But when 
he saw in it a single lily of pink, he took it and 
smelt it, and was soothed because of it , so1 the 
k{ng said, "because of this lily , the orchard is 
saved"... For the sake of the Torah and tho'se who 
study it , let the,....world be delivered. -

Obviously , this figurative narrative, while springing 

from the biblical text , is a ' figure of thought' in its own 

right. It introduces figures not present ~n the b~~ 
text {the king, the orchard, the various servants), and 

integrates them with the stock figures from the verse. 

Such an extended figure is not wholly independent of the 

biblical. figure , but is clearly an expansion intended to 

permit a richer, more complex interpretation of the 

inherited figure. It is also in these expanded figures that 

true 'recontextua~ization ' occurs, and we ~:ree the Rabbis 

addressing th·eir own immediate and conteJJ1porary concerns . 

·Even here ~e should note that the figurative use of a 

king to stand in for God , ·or of a garden ' t<? signify .the 
/......_ . . 

world, is not an innovafion of this pa~ticular text , or even 

of tbe Rabbis themse}-ves.: · +t , too, h~s· its orig~ ns · in the 

bjblicai milieu. Jet these familiar figures, some ·oorrowed 
> • • • • -\ • • • • • • • ' • • ~ 

d.f.r::ectly fr'om ·the .text un<';i:er di·scussion;~ others .broµght ·· from .. 

) 
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more distant sources, are combined and presented in a new 

context , yielding what is in an effect an extended figure 

used to illustrate another extended figure . The result is a 

much more complex figure . Such an extended figure is not as 

purely symbolic as the one-to- one association of figure to 

tenor we have seen in the earlier exegetical figure . This 

added complexity allows for fuller exploration of the 

relational and emotive aspects that the Rabbis find in the 

divine - Jewish encounter , and-lt is here will meet the 

boldest personifications of God and Israel as the Rabbis 

attempt to mao the nature of this relationship for their 

audience. 

In his discussion of early biblical interpretation , James 

Kugel talks about a similar phenomenon in how biblical 

stories are treated . Such combinations of images drawn from 

the biblical verse with outside motifs and characters are 

called by Kugel "narrative expansions" l4 . This is a very 

useful term, and while our issues only somewhat overlap with 

those of Kugel , his characterization of how midrash treats 

biblical narrative parallels how midrash treats figures in 

the Bible . Therefore , with a nod to Kuge l , we will refer to 

this type of ext e nded secondary figure as a " figu r ative ... 
expansion" of the biblical figures . 
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The Psychology of Figurative Language 

The Bible provides the Rabbis with a wide array o f 

fig urative images for God . Even in the descript:on of the 

numinous event of creat ion, the author of the creation s t ory 

must rely on figurative e ~pressio~ in mentioning God, as 

when he writes of t he ... BREATH OF GOD SWEEPING OVER THE 

WATERS (Gen . 1 . 2) . Exegetes have debated the intent of ttis 

phrase f o r millennia , but the-author i s at 1€ast alluding to 

an image of God exhaling lo invoke a sense of dynamism ready 

to transform the static void . 

Biblical authors describe God by using figures drawn from 

human, animal and even inanimate realms . The tone is set 

early f o r the use o f human figures in descr:bing God by 

having God declare , LET US CREATE GOD IN OUR IMAGE (Gen. 

1 . 26) . From tha t moment on , specifically anthropomorphic 

figures are the preferred image for the deity. Notable 

human figures used to represent God include a father (II 

Sru~uel 2 . 7) , a mother (Isaiah 66.13 ) , a king (I Samuel 

1 . 12} , a judge (Psalms 7 . 12) , a warrior (Exodus 15 . 10) , a 

midwife (Job 38 . 29) , a shepherd (Psalms 23 . 1) , a fisherman 

(Ezekiel 29 . 4) , an old man (Daniel 7.9) and even a woman in 

labor (I saiah 42 . 14 ) . 

But the biblical authors did not limit themselves to the 

anthropomorphic . Zoomorphic figures of God also appear in 

the Bible . So God is compared to a bear (Lamentations) , a 

leopard (Hosea 13 . 7) , a lion (Amos 3 . 8) , and an eagle 
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(Deuteronomy 32.11 ) . 

Even entities we wou l d con s i der i nanimat e or ali en a r e 

employed as figures f or God, us ua lly to convey c s ense of 

immutabil i ty. Most famous of t hese, God i s desc r i bed as a 

rock (Deuteronomy 32 .4 ) . But God is al s o r epresented by 

other non-biological entities , s uch as t he sun , a shi eld 

(Psalms 84. 11 ) or a f o r t ress (II Samue l ~ 2 . 2 ) , o~ 

meteorol ogica l phenomena, such as cloud' and 

(Exodus 1 6 . 10 ) . 

thunder 

As t he l i st above suggests , figures for God a r e heavily 

wei ghted toward t he anthropomo rph ic . Even when t he f ~g~r e 

chosen is not borrowed from the human rea l m, t he non- human 

figures used are virt ua l l y al l a nima t e, or l ea s t ca n be 

perceived as dynamic and active . Only t he figure o f the r ock 

suggest s t r opes l ike s t a bility and e t ernalit y which a re 

essential l y inert. 

This emphasis on anthropomorphic and animate figures is a 

funct i on of our own perceptual and psycho l og i cal needs. 

While the need to use figure in its largest sense arises 

from our inability to say anything meaningful about God 

without such images, the heavy rel iance on faDthropomorphic 

figures in religious discourse reflects psychological 

processes , both perceptual and affective . We make sense of 

our experience of the world largely through 

a~thropomorphism. Even impersona l forces are personified by 

us . 
.. 
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~he fac: that we prefer anima t e figures is a produc:: o: 

our own perceptual/a f fect ive need . Perceptually , we are 

co;;ditioned o see the wor::.d in a:-.t:-.ropomcrpn~.::: ::errr.s as c 

matter of survival . Stewa r t Guthrie regards this aspect of 

huma~ percep::ion co be a;; esse~:ial evolut ionary adaptatio~ : 

We animate and a~1hropomorphize because , when we 
see somec~:ng as a:ive or tuma~::ke, we can ta~e 
precat:tioris . If we see ii:: as alive we can , for 
examp le , stalk it or £:ee . :: we see!~ as tuman
like we can try ro establish a social relationship . 
~f i: t .... :::1s ~·..:: :--.ot r--c be a:..ive <::r fa.Jrr.an :.:.t:e , 
we usually lose little by having though it was ... 
in s~cr- , a~irr:s~ 3nd a~-~rop~norptis~ s:em 
from the pr inciple "better sa:e :hen sorry " lS _ 

:np:icit ir. ~:-. i.s d.:scussic:-. is ._r,e ass:.?rr,pt:or. -::hat we~ 

better able to dea: with living entities because we possess 

cc-nsiderab.:..e :ami::.ar.:r.y wi:h how they behave , :ha: we can 

more readily make analogies from ourselves and a pply them to 

the thing encountered . Tte fact that we k~ow , or can impute , 

the attributes and c apaci t ies of something alive a nd " l i ke 

us " more easily then we c a n somet~ing al.:en and "unlike us " 

i s both useful and i nnat e . 

J ean Piage t , the development a l ps ycholog~st , describes 

thi s phe nomenon as "a nimi sm", and t reats it as a "flaw" in 

..re a s oning a t early stages of human development . Pi aget 

be l ieves children perceive somet hing inanimate as animat e 

because , in effect , they are naive . They make the mistake of 

categorizing something as living because it behaves 

dyn~ically, and because it seems to have a "use", which 
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human.; re1ardless .,. de·.;e: opmenta 1 s age . ee.:ause : ~·,ing 

co~rro ~lable , we percept~a:l; seek the1r patterns i~ t he 

ant~=o pomorph:c and a~ima~e figures are the easies: =~r LS 

identifyir.g a trope that makes sense of the tenor, we prefer 

an:ma:e ::gu:-es oecause the tro9es o f animate bei:1gs are tl·,e 

mos: accessible and readily understood . 

psycho:og:sts be::eve :~a: we e~gage in a co~~::ive 

proce ss , st r uctured into the very process of perception , ot 

inter preting what we pe r ce ive , o: i~posing patterns o~ the 

information given by our senses, of pe rceiving da t a a s 

s ometh i ng al ready i~cluded in our s chemata . Innately 

i nt erpretive beings, we perce ive analogously . We ma ke 

connections and assoc:at i ons bet ween dispa =ate things . This 

search fo r pattern and imposit i on of o rde r o n inchoa te 

experi ence is how we =ormulate meaning . The ps ychologist 

Rudolf Armheim writes , 
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... ~he =og~i=~~e o~e=a - _ ~2 -a::e~ :r:~~:~~ a~~ 

r.o t .:.he 9rivi:ege o f i71€il~a: ~ro.::esses 500·:e a~.:i 
be;c ~d pe ~:ep- i ~~ c;: :~e esse~:!c: :~1rej~a~-
0 ~ pe =ceptic n itse:! . : a~ re~err i ~g : o ... a~- _vg 
e:-: p: - ~a:ic •. , -o:r,p:e-i :)- , :--J:--i~o~-s~r • .. .::,~.t-:: _: . ..: , 

c::.epa-a · 1· -g p " · 1· n •' 1· r - -.-.l evt iR - - "- - • ; \.-\o. - ~ l \.,....,.,1 . .. ~ • • -

jata tv exist.ing s~hema a ~,-:: re·nsir.g · t:ose scherr.otc w~w:1 r.ew 

~rder on the ~~ac:i~ t!0od 0 f ~ata whic~ our senscr~ 

Piage: also jesc=ibes a numan tendenc y :c see a ·ause-

together . Inter estingly , he l i nks this phe nomenon , whi:h he 

- -' ·s " - r --c:0 1, - c·1·ve ... easo- , --io " - c - r .1·,.,1· sm20 l..C:.J.- L c: .. .... .... L.:. • .J ..... . .;.i , L ::, .J . . 1 • • 

assigns i t to an ea r :y developmenta2 s t age , a cognitive 

tenoe~cy w~i ch he be: i eves markedly di~i~ishes as o~ = 

abi lity to t rack cause-and-effect rela tionships matu re. 

Ye t anyone who has ever tried to verba lly coax his car 

into s t a~ting o r fe :c a gui lty pang tha t an acc:dent came 

upon us as ret r ibution fo r an earl i e r mora l l apse knows tha t 

ani mism a nd transduct ive reasoning a r e not limited t o 

chi l dhood. Even as adults , when c onfron ted with a 

circumstance where poor l y understood forces are at wo r k , we 

look immediately for a pattern of o rganization t o t he event. 

And the first pattern we look f o r is the one we understa nd 

best , a pattern indicating the purposefulness o f a living 
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eGtity, preferab!~ ~ human e~:~:y . 

Interestingly , even the medieval Jewish philosopher Moshe 

ber, Mair.c:1 Maimon i des ' weigts ::::o tr.:.s :ss;;e b~: :;;sser: : : . .J 

t in his distinct l y ' medieval ' way , tnat OLr decisior : o 

a=gues that , si::ce ~est people conceive only c: er.tit~es 

:hat are nodies , t~ere~ore ~cripture descrioes ~=d as 

hav ing a bod1 . We co nceptualize God out of a necessity t o 

address the ~u~iroLS ::: a se~sible way tG~:.de ~o~ :~e 

Perplexed, ::- . 33 ; L 59 : . Maimonides , like Piaget , .::1derstan,js 

:~:.s :.:: deve:oprnenta: :e::-::is, a:-.c ::::eats this :-ieed a.s ::;:-.e 

which can and should be overcome . Maimonides even goes s o 

:ar as :o ~se :he developmental stages of a ch~ld as a~ 

analogy! 

Piaget ' s insights are of interest to us because at the 

nea rt o: a figure of t~o~ght is t~e bringing together of ~wo 

disparate entities and engaging the reader in finding the 

connection between them . In effect , ::.gurative language 

exploits our natural need to interpret and find meaning . By 

applying our trans.ductive reasoning to figurative language , 

the figure helps us move beyond an inchoate religious 

experience , and imposes order and meaning on it . 

The second psychological aspect which comes into play co 

make anthropomorphic figures of deity so potent and useful 

is the psycho- social . We discussed above how ou~ capacity 

for perceptual interpretation makes God comprehensible when 

"he" is portrayed anthropomorphically , but an 
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a:1thropornorphic deity is als.: o~,e we ca :-. e~,gage a;-i<i :e~ate 

to . As Gu:hrie noted earlier, wh ile we can mo:e effecL_vely 

we can also enter i~t0 socia: ~e:arionshlp with some:t:inq 

r ·:rr..a r . . 

exhaustively illustrates how human beings , when looking at a 

g r oup of objects , reg~ la rly asc ribe social a~ra~geme~ts · o 

them . Both philosophers and social scientists have commented 

or. how we consistently perceive the world in ::erms of humar. 

social relationships . 

More than just a perceptual event , we consistently 

attempt co interact with the non- human . When we do s o , we 

apply the rules of human relationships to those interactive 

s~tuat:ons . Fo= eY.amp:e , we frequent:y assume animals , and 

even machines, understand human language . Illustrative of 

this is my wife's habit of beginning a reprimand of our dog 

with the words "Kenzie , you know the r ules! " , or my own 

habit of thanking my computer when it boots up without a 

problem. All this sugge~ts we not only seek out human 

qualities in the non- human , but we look to engage the non

human world socially . 
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- - - - _,_.,. 
.::. '" .. .. ~ 

re.:atE> t 

faitll i:i God is a:-. a.spe.:i:: of a personal relationship , 
resemb_ ir1q . .. :a:t r .::-. a fr~eno or :..n o:1e ' s joc· c : , 
or a n~sband ' s faith .:n his wife22 . 

a~: wty ~s being ab:e to relate :a God as !f ~e ~ere 

h~man so important? Is it noc possible to live religiously ---w!:n a non- anthropo~orphic co~ception of God? Cer:ai~~y some 

have tried . Within :he Jewish tradition , Maimonides is the 

outs:a~c:~g examp: e of a~ ~nd!vidual who promotes a no~

anchropomorphic notion of God as an indispensable basis for 

a genuine religious l!fe . But ~is contemporaries fou~d his 

claim that the incorporea lity of God was a basic doctrine of 

Judaism to be specious . Rabbi Avraham ben David (Ravad ) 

sharply criticizes him, saying "greater men then he 

(Maimonides) believe God possesses a body". Given the 

Rabbinic predilection for anthropomorph ic speech, Ravad 

certainly was referring to the.Rabbis. As Ravad no doubt 
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of de1ty meaningless and poin~:ess ~o wo rship . ~ : ~~ept u : 

H1Jme ' s wc ~os , ::.oser to a::heis rn Lhan r:r· reli,,;10::Lj _ 

.:ompe:_:ng evioen..:e t.hat s cc :.a:. _:-elationships a:-e 

Guthrie , the anth ~opologi s t c:.iffor d Gee r tz charac:e~:.zes 

relationshi p, 

.. . rather than detachment , it s ( relig i or. ' s ) 
watchword is commitment ; rathe~ then analys:s , 
engagemenc25 _ 

Everyt hing we have come to know about huma n percept~on and 

cognition , about o~r ps yc~olog ica: needs , and abo~~ 

ou rselve s as social be i ngs hel ps to account fo r why 

a nthropomorphism i s a necessary componen t i n r eligious 

di scourse on the divine . I t is ne ces s a ry beca~se it :.s :he 

i nescapabl e way we c reate meaning f o r ourselves in our 

int eractions with t he wor l d . I t is a l so a potent and 

powerful answer to our craving for socia l re l ations h ip . 

This i s especial ly true of Judaism . Encounter and 

commitment , both social prdcesses , are themes which permeate 

l 
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o-,, - ·o ::..,.. - ►., .- - .... .-. - - ~o- ... . ... ::: "• 
-· ..... ::2 - - -♦♦ .. ♦♦- !"""" -7••-- 4 -!'""' - -~ - -- - - -

es anthropomcrphi: , bu rno:-e imi::ortantiy as antluo;:cpacr.:,· , 

i . s ., perscnal~: ; . -

is usually app~1ed specifically to asc r iption of emotior. t_ 

God26 . 

The biblica: descriptions of the human-like emctions of 

o: God to be even more prevalent 1~ the Bible than pnysica : 

a~tt r opomorphisms . Rabb:n:c ~i:e~a:~~e does ::c~:e : o 

mit~gate such po rtrayals , and at times seem to reve l :n 

cne:.!" use 27 _ 

Since the ascendancy of Western philosophical thought 

beginning i :i classi cal antiquity , Wester .. ized Judaism ::as 

regarded anthropomorphism applied to God as problemat ic . 

Despite that , even sophisticated religious t~inkers cont :nue 

to employ anthropopathic language , all the whi le defending 

its validity in religious discourse28 . 
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,:: ,: .,._ .. .,._ 
.... --- - . ':: 

f u"lest possible meaning in a soc i al relatic r.ship . 

t co , is an i ntegra l part o f ou r perceptual strategy . Th is 

scientist-philospher- monk Francis Bacon noted (as cited b} 

receives an infusion :rom the wills and affections". Ir. 

litera:ure the phenome~on of imputi~g humar emotions ~c :he 

non-human is recognized as almcst universal , and goes by the 

~ame of the "pathetic fallacy" 29 

Emotion is an indispensable component in figurative 

language . Wh~le figure carries a descriptive cornponen: :r. 

its tropes , it also conveys an attitude toward the tenor . As 

I . A. Richards puts ~t, metaphoric language in general 

inculcates "fitting attitudes co experience 0 30 _ Metaphors 

are rarely purely descriptive, out a l s o bear emotive force. 
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True of metaphoric langua~ as a whole, this is all the more 

true of any anthropomorphic figure. We cannot consider an 

image of a mother, father, wife , or chil~ without that image 

invoking some emotional r esponse . The figurative language 

of the Rabbis taps into this response every time 

met~h' ical relationships ·are characterized in extended . ,nys, 

figures as fami lial . As soon as we read that the 

relationship of God and Israel is like the relationship of a 

father and son , our emotions are involved in interpreting 

the figures. Exactly what kind of emotional content we 

attribute to such a figure will be highly variable, a 

complex mix of our culturally conditioned attitudes and our 

own personal emotional _associations with that pa:r:ticular 

type of relationship . 

All of which brings us to the question of whether we can 

.actually claim with any confidence that th~ anthropomorphic 

descript'ions of deity found . in Rabbinic writings are in fact 

figurative. Is it not possible, as Alon Goshen- Gottstein and 

Gedliahu Stroumsa have proposed, that the Rabbis take their 

anthropomorphic -descriptions literallyJ and that ttie Rabbis , 

believe that God in reality has. an anthropomorphic {albeit 

cosmic-sized) boqy1 That would throw into question whether 

the Rabbis really are speaking of God . in figurative terms 
'- -

when they use anthropomorphic lan_guage. 

He;e it is important to remeit)ber. a distinct~on that has 
. ~ 

before, the distinction becween anthropomorphism, 
. ' 

the ascr ibinQ of human·._physiqµe. to God,. ~n.d anthropopathism, 
' . . 
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the ascribing of human perso,n_ality to God. While it is 

commonplace to conflate the two under the term 

"anthropomorphism", I would argue these ar~ two distinct 

issues as they relate to the Rabbis. It seems quite clear 

that in their building upon the biblical heritage , the 

Rabbis r.itra quite seriously the idea that God is 

anthropopathic. They clearly believe that his personality 

parallels human personality in both its reasoning and 

emotional characteristics . 

On the other hand, I would argue that, for all its 

pervasiveness , the Rabbis understood anthropomorphic 

language as figurative , and that understanding many {but not 

all) of the physically humanoid descriptions of God 

literally was regarded as an open problem within Rabbinic 

Judaism . 

That the Rabbis knew anthropomorphism to b~ a problem is 

evident within Rabbinic literature itself . We ·can see this 

from their discussion in T. B . Megillah 9a,. where. they 

consider the Septuagint translation and the changes it makes 

in the Hebrew original. r 

This itself is enough to indicate the Rabbis were awar e of 

the issues surroun?ing physical anthropomorphism, but did 

that knawleqge affect the m i~ thei~ own attitudes? In their 

own writings they certainly never retreat from 

anthropomorph_ic expr essions . But _' by the same token, the 

lJtera~ure suggests they dicf:not tP~e their pwn idioms and 
. -

image s of God too li t ·erally31 . 
' 
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The rhetoric of Midrash ~self indicates that the Rabbis 

clearly understand their anthropomorphic speech to be 

figurative. When using anthropomorphic images of God , 

whether in brief anal9gies or in extended narratives, they 

a lmos~ inevitably frame those images in the language of -simile; "Go,p is like .. . " , "God is compared to .. . ", " If one 

could say ... " , " it is similar to ... " . Semantically, a simile 

makes a comparison , or draws a parallel between two objects 

without claiming t hey are one and the same . True metaphor, 

where one thing is identifi ed as another thing , is rare in 

Rabbinic discourse . This is especially true when it comes 

to describing God . The Rabbis are very careful in their 

choice of rhetoric , and their almost complete reliance on 

simile over metaphor reveals the figurative nature of their 

discourse . 

And what of the attitude of the particular- sages who 

composed Shir Hashirim Rabbah? The text of Shir Hashirim 

offers any commentators .who believe God to have a body ample 
... 

opportunity to expound on that notion . This is especially 

true of the very body- ~ocused description of the male 1over 

found in Chapter 5 . 10- lQ . The authors of Shi ' ur Komah Iean 

heavily on Shir Hashirim, and precisely this passage, for_ 

their concretely anthropomorphic vision o f God32. Likewise, 

in Shir _Ha·kavodr CO!l!P0Sed by the· medieval Hasidei Ashzenaz, 

the wri teF's" also clearly a1)ud~· - to tihi,s passage in <;ffering 

their blatantlX anthropomorphic image o f divinity33. Yet 

when the reader tHrns to i the ~~egesis 0£ these passages in 
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_) 

Shir Hashirim Rabbah, he discovers t hat the au~ho rs -there 

give these descriptions an entirely different exegetical 

spin . Shir Hashirim Rabbah understands the human l over t o be 

e figure for any number of things : the body ecclesiastic of 

Israal , the Torah , the world itsel f ; anything , that is, 

except ?or God . Shir Hashirim Rabbah studiously avoids 

treating this human figure as representing anything like 

divini t y itself . 

All of this indicates two things . First , that the authors 

of Shir Hashirim Rabbah understood God to be truly 

anthropopathic . Indeed, that assumption is central to both 

their figurative rhetoric and their conception(s_)' of God . 

Second, that anthropomorphic depictions of God are indeed to 

intended to be understood figuratively . 

' ., 
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Chapafr 3 

The Images of Relationship 

The Mishna informs.us that when Rabbi Akiba , the 

second century Tanna , heard that an earlier generation of 

sages had exp~ssed doubts about the sacred nature of Shir 

Hash~rim, he declared, "The whole world is not worthy of the 

day Shir Hashirim was given to Israel , for if all the 

Writings are holy, then Shir Hashirim is the Holy of Holies" 

(M . Yadayim 3.5) . 

When it comes to the question of poetic and figurative 

language , the biblical literary critic is tempted to speak 

in similar terms . As far as poetics are concerned, if all 

Scripture is figurative , Shir Hashirim truly is the greatest 

source of figures . No other biblical document offers us 

such a rich visual and metaphoric feast. 

With the exception of. perhaps the Psalms , other books 

of the Bible are extremely reticent when it comes to 

describing the natural environment~ in either denotative or 

connotative terms . By comp9rison, Shir Hashi°rim veritably 

floods the reader with. images. Nature s~rves Shir Hashirim 

for both figure and referent , · saturating the reader with 

sensory descriptions. 

Likewise, in the main, ·bi blical narratives are 

frustratingly si-lent about ~he .ptiysi~al description of tQe 

characters ~ho populate th~ir Qages. Shir Hashiz:im, however., 

.. reve~s in describing the humap body-,.: fi.gu.r;:itively or 
> ·, -

.. 
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otherwise . ---' 

Animal, Mineral, Veqetable : 

Ex~getical Figures from $hir .ffashirim 

The catalog of things named and described in Shir 

---Hash i rim is truly impressive . It includes hills , cliffs , -~ 
pools and valleys ; flowers , fruits ijnd spices ; rocks,· 

minerals and g~rnstones ; liquids edible and aromati c ; animals 

domestic and ~ild; humans both regal and lowly . It offers 

settings pastoral , agricultural and urban , indoors and out. 

It invokes seasons with all their s,nsorium and activiti es , 

both animal and human . 

Some of these images are included because they ·are the 

tenors , the objects of the poet ' s i nterest . Most of the 

descriptions which are not overtly figurative are USUqtlY 

embedded in aQt ion narratives , whic~ relate -a sequence pf 

events , 

I arose to open to my beloved; and my hands dripped 
with myrrp, and my fingers with flowing myrrh .. . 
I sought him, but I could not find him; I called 
him, but _pe gave. me no answer. The· watchmen that 
went aroupd in the city found me, they struck me, 
they wou~(ied me; the ke_epers of the walls took aw,w 
my veil iro~ me {Shir 5 . 6- 7) . 

This ~assa~~ certainly i s r ichly descriptive, but it is 
, 

not self- evid~~tly figurative . Its tfllages are denotative, . - ~ .. . .. 
,and could be 1 re~ou~t~ng ~fan a~t~~l rather then a 

£igp rativ~. i _ni fdent-
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Less common is an imag~ which is offered denotativel y 

without being part of an action or event , as we have with 

this descript ion o f the male l over, MY ~~LOVED I S CLEAR

SKINNED AND RUDDY ... (Shir. 5 . 10). 

Though there are several examples of bot h these kinds of 

descrfp-tive images found throughout the text , the 

overwhelming majori ty of the images are offered 

metaphori cally . They are intended to serve as figures of 

speech and thought , dislocations selected to offer powerful 

tropes for the reader to associate with the referent images , 

as the continuation of Shir 5 . 11 demonstrates , ... HIS HEAD 

IS FINEST GOLD, HIS LOCKS ARE CURLED AND BLACK AS A RAVEN 

Robert Alter divides these figures into three types : 

conventiona l i mages, intensive images and innovative images . 

The first two consist of stock figures , commonly utilized in 

writings of the biblical milieu, and elaborations of those 

stock images . The third is an " inventive similitude" , a 

little used or arresting dislocationl. Shir Hashirim is 

fu ll of all three types o f figures. But more interesting to 

us than the taxonomy of the figures, per se, is how so many 

different figures are ultimately employed ~o illustrate a 

limited number of tenors . So far as a contextual reading 

allows us to identify the subjects of all these metaphoric 

ima9es, those subjects are largeJ.y the ~hysical beauty and 

stature of the male· a~d female body,. and the emotions ·of 

love, · longing and despaiF. All tnese varied figures 

ul~tely serve to high'light rela.tiv~ly few tenors 
r • 
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associated with love . Likg the song writers of today , the 

author of Shir Hashirim is forever searching for a fresh new 

way to express the same basic sentiment .--

Exegetica lly, these figures are treated in the same way 

by the Rabbis . All the richness and diversity of figures 
..... 

bequeathed to them in Shir Hashirim are interpreted to refer 
\ 

to a surprisingly limited range of things and ideas . 

Whatever the original intent of the biblical author, the 

Rabbis redeploy the figures of Shir Hashi~im in the service 

of the love relationship foremost on their mind, and once 

again , many different images come to stand in for a 

surprisingly small number of tenors . Neusner describes this 

phenomenon when he writes , 

... our sages identify implicit meanings that are 
always few ... time and again we are told that ... the 
poetry of Song of Songs is God ' s speaking to Israel 
about (1) the Sea, (2)Sinai , (3) the world to come ; 
or (1) the first redemption, the one from Egypt; (2) 
the second redemption, the one f r om Babylonia; and 
(3) the third redemption, the one a t the end o f 
time2 . 

A good ill ustration of this is found in pericope 1 . 2 . 3 . 

Here the Rabbis take four different f igu res found in Shir 

Hashirim, and tie tnem all to one tenor, namely Torah, 

FOR YOUR LOVE IS MORE· DELIGHTFUL THEN WINE. Words of 
Torah are compared to water, wirie , oil , milk and 

·honey . To water·, HO, ALL .WHO ARE THIRSTY, COME . FOR 
WATER . .. {INCLINE YO~ EAR AND CdME TO ME, LIS'iEN,, 
AND YOU WILL ~E REVIVED}(Is. 55 . 1 - 3) .. . Just as water 
is life{sustaining}'for the w_orlq, ·as it is written, 
A SPRING OF GARDENS,A WEL~ OF LIVING WATERS (Shir. 
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4 . 15) , so the Torah is life[sustaining] for the 
world, as it is written-,-JFOR THEY ARE LIFE TO 
THOSE THAT FIND THEM AN'D HEALTH TO ALL THEIR 
FLESH Prov . 4 . 22) ... it is compared with wine 
written , AND WINE WHICH GLADDENS THE HEART OF MAN 
(Ps . 104 . 15 ) , so words of Torah rejoices the heart , 
as it is written, THE PRECEPTS OF THE LORD ARE 
RIGHT , GLADDENING-THE HEART (Ps . 14 . 9 ) ... it is 
compared to milk and honey : just as these remain 
sweet t o the end, s o too the words of Torah , as 
it teaches[elsewhere ] saying, HONEY AND MILK (Shir 
4 . 11 ) . ~ ust as they are sweet, so too wo rds of 
Torah are sweet , SWEETER THEN HONEY (Ps . 19 . 11) . 

As the exegesis readily demonstrates , the Rabbis l ink the 

figures from three Shir Hashirim verses to Torah : water 

(4 . 15 ) , wine (1 . 2 ) , and milk ( 4 . 11 ) . Surprisingly, oil , a 

figure which appears several times in Shir Hashirim, is 

identified as standing in for Torah , but this pericope does 

not explicitly link the idea to a verse from Shir Hashirim. 

Still , the connection is there, since the equation of oil to 

Torah (among other things) is made one verse later in Shir 

R . : 

YOUR OINTMENTS YIELD A GOOD FRAGRANCE, YOUR NAME 
IS LIKE FINEST OIL (Shir 1 . 3) .. . the reference is 
to the two Torahs , the Written Torah ·and the Oral 
Torah .. . (1 . 3 . 2). 

There is a fabu~ous ~conomy to Rabbinic use of e?(eget·ical 

figures. The ir operating assumption is that all . the diverse 

figures found in ?hi~ Hasbirim are in fact dislocations, 

al.most code 'names , f or a very restricted. number of objects . 

To the modern eye, this seems-- arbit~a~y. Rather than 

seetlng out the more obvio4s . te~o~s·sug9ested by a 
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contextual reading , the Rabbis see~ to impose their ore

selected tenors on the text, regardl ess of what the reader 

thinks the tenor ought to be. Yet the interpretatior.s are 

far from arbit~ary . As can be seen in the above example , the 

Rabbis are careful to both establish that their choice o: 

tenor is plausible , and to make explicit the trope between 

the figure and t he tenor . The link between :igure and teno ~ 

they achieve through the use of an intertextual reading . 

=~ our examp:e , they show that the prophet Isaiah (SS . l-

3) used water a~ a similitude for the word of God . They then 

offer the ' life- sustoining ' trope , to argue that j ust as 

water is the prerequisite of life , the same can be said of 

Torah. So what init ial ly strikes the modern reader as an 

unjustified leap in association is shown through the 

rhetoric of Rabbinic exegesis to be a plausible linkage. 

We have seen a sampling of how the Rabbis identify the 

referents for these biblical figures, so the next logical 

question is , precisely who and what are the tenors of their 

"highly restricted vocabulary" ? 

Some of them are t~mporal , the milestone events or 

Israel ' s meta- historic experience , such as the Exodus , the 

revelation at Sinai, exile, and the anticipated final 

redemption . 

Other tenors are assumed to be luminary personages from 

that same meta- history : the pat riarchs; Moses , who is 

understood to be one of the two breast (Aaron is the other ) 

of Shi r 4 . 5; the -notable Israelite kings, David and his son 
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Solomon , the latter of whom' the Rabbis explicitly iden tify 

as the author of Shir Hashirim. 

Then there are those tenors which the Rabbis identify as 

the fixed , constant ~lements in their account o f this 

figurative relationship . A few of these ::xed elements a~e 

symbo:s of the covenan t , such as the Torah, as we saw 

earlier . Another is the t wo tablets Moses brought down from 

Sinai , which are identified with the figure of the hands of 

the male lover (Shir . R. 5 . 14 . 1) . There are the lower real~s 

of creation , our world, understood to be the two 

legs/pillars of the male lover described later in the same 

passage . The list goes on , a concise and fairly complete 

ca talog of the things which most engaged the Rabbis ' 

re l ig i ous i magi nation . 

The most complex tenors , the ones wh ich attract the most 

figurative t rea tme nt , are the protagonists, and the 

antagonists in this relationship, namely Israel , God, and 

the nations who are rivals f or God ' s a f fection . 

I srael is subject to frequent personification in Rabbinic 

discourse, as where Sqir R. identifies Israel with the 

female subject of Shir 4.1, or with the dove in 6.19. Later, 

in our treatment of expanded figures , we will discuss how 

Israel is often figuratively portrayed as one individual in 

tumultuous union with God. For now it is helpful to be aware 

of how Israel invites complex treatment in part becquse she 

is not portrayed very consistently from one Rabbinic figure 

to another. Many, mahy figures are linked to Israel, 
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The Rabbis a r e very deft at dealing with this complexity 

by subdividing ~srael into different groups , each usua:ly 

assigned its own scrip~u r al figure . Such distinct entities 

within ,N1v,noJJ, the community of Israel , include the 

Sanhedri L ( figuratively the "eyes" of feminine Israel in 

Shir 4 . 2) , the Priesthood and the crown(the shields and 

armor of Shir 4 . 4) , and the sages themselves (the br ide with 

honeyed mouth of Shi r 4 . 11) . 

The Rabbis also find in various figures r e f e rences to 

Israel ' s highly variable moral and spiritual condition : 

righteous I srae l and sinful Israel ( the woma n who is ' black , 

yet beautiful ' of Shir . 1 . 5) , Israel who longs for her 

d ivi ne partner (the woman who opens t he door, Shir. 5 . 1) and 

Isr ae l who dreads the intimacy of divine encounter (the 

figu r e of the ve il, Shir 4 . 3) . The catalog i ng of such 

figure s and t enors, all subs umed within Israel , could go on 

a nd on . 

By comparison, almost the rever se occurs in how the 

Rabbi s t reat the r i vals f ? r God ' s a f f ection , the na tions who 

c l aim t o have supplant ed Israel. They too are linked to 

numerous figures, but i n Shir . R. they of t en become one, 

undifferentiated referent . Shir R. makes little attempt t o 

distinguish or identify the various real groups who vex 

Israel. This is actually a reversal of the general tren9 in 

other midrashic compilations , which o ften lavish 

considerable energy in linking biblical verses t o specific 

.. 
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groups , such as Rome, Gne~tics , Persians and other groups 

and nations who have populated Israel ' s historical 

experience. One of the few times the au~ hors of Shir R. 

assign an exegetic_al figure to a specific rival is in Shi r 

1.6, where the neglected vineyard (u nderstood to be Is=ael ' s 

her: t age lost through disobedience ) passes to new keepers, 

and Rome is specified as the new keeper . 

It is more common for Shir R. to l eave the nations an 

undifferentiated mass (Shir . R. 1 . 2) . Even when the exegesis 

seems to be directed pointedly at the claims of a specific 

group (in this case , Christians) , the tenor remains 

identified only as o,w;imr.m-t "nations of the world" (Shi r 

1.6) . 

In the long process of Rabbinic discourse , these 

exegetical figures and their referents have become stock , 

even stereotyped, like the standard array of characters in a 

Hollywood action film. The Rabbis were teachers in a 

traditional milieu, and because of this they valued 

repetition and the frequent retelling of the same stories . 

As a result , these same referents were continuously 

reviewed, if often in recast configurations, each playing 

its expected r oles in the meta- historical and metaphysical 

drama of the figurative relationship. And because of that 

very same traditionalism, Rabbinic culture remai ned 

conservative, so rarely do we see truly novel con~licts or 

configurations . The rehearsal and recreation of these 

divinely infused events is the way of Rabbinic discourse , 

. 
' 
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and the goal is to reexperience the past and make it 

present, even eternal. As a result these exegetical figures 

became par~ of the Rabbi'.'lic "code" . The -same small groups of 

tenors were assurneq to be encoded in the many figures of 

Shir Hashirim, which were read accordingly , creating a 

complex ~eb of tenors , tropes and figures . 

But as complex as is Lhe presentation of Israel , the 

character who emerges from Rabbinic exegesis as the most 

complex and carefully nuanced is God . Unlike Israel , the 

Rabbis have less liberty to neatly divide God ' s character 

into distinct groups and categories . As the one undivided 

and powerful actor on the stage of history, all God ' s 

conflicts must by necessity be internal . Israe l may be 

understood to be made of dis c rete conflicting forces. Those 

different groups within Israel a llow the Rabbis to relieve 

some of Israel ' s internal 'psychological ' tension through a 

kind of sociological mapping of the stress lines . 

The character of God does not en joy that luxury . God may 

be represented by many figu res, but he remains for the 

Rabbis an individual , rather than a corporate entity3 . As a 

result the conflicting portrayals of him which appear in 

Rabbinic writings culminate in the impression that God is a 

deeply conflicted ' person ' . The tension these different 

exegetical figures help to create is really too 

psychologically potent to remain i n· the realm of pijre 

' code', simple symbolic substitution . These conflicts in 

God ' s character must be worked out with more subtlety than 
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impLlse to create expar:aed f.:.gures . 

figures in Shir Hasr-irim does nee automatically compel the 

~aob:.s :.o ac.op:. 

some effort to refer different e:•:egecical figures co 

dif:ere~t e:eme~:s within Isr aei , the tende~cy .:.s to treat 

these many images as referring co a limited repertoire of 

\ :er:~rs . Tr.is :;-. turr: -:er10s to produce a highly symbc.l .:.c and 

abstraccea reading of the texts . At the same time it creates 

a ~ighly complex web o: associations and tropes around a 

sing le tenor . 

As Guthrie has explained , even when confronted with groups 

of abstract figures, the perceptual tendency is to see them 

as social groupings . In addition to this perceptual strategy 

there is a psycho- social need to explain these complex 

groupings of symbols by seeking analogies i n t he most 

complex systems known to us , name ly ou rselves . Thus 

compelled, the Rabbis t urn to a second, more ' human ' level 

of figurative discourse , t ha t of the expanded figure. 

The King and his Court: 

The Expanded Figures of Shir Hashirim Rabbah 

In their efforts to r eveal the figures of .Shir Hashirim 

to be symbols of a figurative relationship, the sages 

initially engage in a kind of cryptograph1 , Seeing Shir 
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Hashirim a s encoded speech, the 'Rabbis believe the message 

i s embedded in the figu res , and that that message addresses 

issues they regard as most :rnporcant from cheiT cwn 

theological perspective . To b r eak the code they employ 

inte r textual readings =rom othe r biblica: books , using t~s 

related w0 rds and ideas found i n those verses to link the 

biblical figures to the sought-a:te= t enors . 

The result is a skeletal ano symbolic juxtaposition of 

various events, people and objects . Many o f these 

jux tapositions crea te tropes which are suggestive of various 

relationships . Having i dentified these var ious figures , t he 

Rabbinic task now becomes f les hing out these relat ionships 

and making explicit the mear.ing o: these syrrbols. Tc do th:s 

they create figurative expansions. 

figurative expansions consist of turning the symbol:c 

g r oupings into relatior.al situations , usua lly narratives , 

w~ich use :amiliar human rela::or.st.ips as :he pa:tern fo= 

t he metaphysical rel a tionshi p under consideration . For the 

Rabbis , even if the figures are not to be t aken l iterally , 

the relationships which they serve to map out are. For the 

Rabbis , it is the relationships that are key, and they are 

totally homologous to the one they create figuratively. 

Narrative expansions usually come in one of three f orms : 

intertextual expan~ions ; intertextual narratives ; and 

meshalim. 

An excellent example o f all three types of these expansions 

is found in Shir . R.'s treatment of Shir . 2 . 14 , o MY DOVE, 
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IN THE CLEFT OF THE ROCKS .. ~LET ME HEAR YOUR VOICE . 

Of the three , the first type, the intertextual expansion 

spells out the figures and their tenors us1ng intertextual 

readings. By the inclusion of other figures drawn from the 

intertextual verses, the Sages place the figures into 

complex re~ationship with one another. What makes this 

particular form an expansion rather then a simple exposition 

of the figures is the introduction of the additional figures 

which are not found in the base verse itself : 

0 MY DOVE, THAT ART IN THE CLEFTS OF THE ROCK .. . 
R. Johanan said: The Holy One , Blessed be He, said: 
I call Israel a dove, as it is written , AND EPHRAIM 
IS BECOME A SILLY DOVE WI THOUT UNDERSTANDING (H~s. 
7. 11 ) . To me they are like a dove, but to the Qations 
they are like various kinds of wild beasts, as it is 
written , JUDAH IS A LION ' S WHELP (Gen . 49.9), NAPHTALI 
IS A HIND LET LOOSE(ver . 21) , DAN SHALL BE A SERPENT 
IN THE WAY (ver. 17) , BENJAMIN IS A RAVENOUS WOLF 
{ver. 27) and all the twelve tribes are likened to 
wild beasts. For the nations make war with Israel and 
say to them, ' What do you want with the sabbath and 
circumcision? ' And the Holy One Bl essed be He, makes 
Israel strong, and they become in the presence of 
the nations like wild beasts . .. but with the Holy One , 
Blessed be He, they are an innocent dove ... 

Through these intertextual linkages, the assumed tenor 

of the dove figure is made explicit , but is also immediately 

embedded in a more· complex series of associations . The 

expansion to include the figures of wild beasts and their 

r elationship to the nations of the world - neither of which 

is even implied by the base ve rse - arises f r om a neea of 

the Rabbis to account for other know:n animal figures of 

~ 

J 
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Israel found in Scripture , in this case the many animals 

which the patriar ch Jacob uses to describe his t welve sons . 

These figures of powerful , dangerous , and often unkosher 

animals seem at odds wi~h the dove, which has tropes of 

passivity and purity (being a kosher animal suitab:e for use 

in sacr ifice)~ 

While this expansion simultaneously explains each of the 

4 fig ures by placing them in different contexts, it also 

crea tes relationships. Yet these associations a re still 

relatively static compared to the next form o= figurat:ve 

expansion , the inter textual narrative . 

IntP.rtexual narratives also make use of intertextua l 

verses , but this time these are appl i ed to the figures in 

the base verse so as to create a na rrat ive exposition . By 

constructing a narrative out of these figures, the Rabbis 

move them from a more static, symbolic relationship into a 

dynamic, living one . 

The following example of intertextual narrative addresses 

the same base verse . Here again the trope seems to suggest 

animal relationships to the Rabbis , but now action is 

introduced into the relationship : 

MY DoVE · rN THE CLEFT OF THE ROCKS . .. LET ME nEAR 
THY VOICE .. . It was taught in t he school of Rabbi 
Ishmael :When .Israel went forth from Egypt , what d id 
they resemble? A dove which was fleeing from a hawk 
and fl~w into the cleft of a r ock , · but found a 
serpent lurking there . When it t ried to get right . 
in it could not, because the serpent was lur king 
there , and when it t r ~ed to tu.qi back it could not 

·because the hawk was p6vering outside. What then 
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did the dove do? It be_gan to cry and beat i.:.s wings 
so that the owner of the dovecote should hear it and 
come to its r escue . This was the position of Israel 
by the Red Sea. They could not go down to the sea, 
because it has not yet been divided before them . 
They could not turn back , because Pharaoh had 
already drawn ne~r . What did they do? AND THEY WERE 
VERY ArRAID; AND THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL CRIED OUT 
UNTO THE LORD (Ex . 14 . 10) . Then immediately, SO THE 
i..ORD SAVSD ISRAE:... T:iAT DAY(ibid ., 30 ) . 

We beg in to see how the Rabbis see Shir Hashirim as an 

accoun t of the Divine-Jewish re l ation ship . By linking the 

description of the dove in the cliffside to the narrative of 

the Exodus , the Rabbis remind the reader how God once saved 

Israel at a crucial moment in its histor y . The expansion 

here includes the introduction of a whole new set of 

figures , none of which are derived f r om Shir Ha shirim 

itself : the hawk, the serpent , the dove owne r . These in turn 

a re expl icated by use of a s c r i ptura l passage, which 

provides the appropriate tenors . The hawk is Pharaoh ' s army , 

the s erpent is the barr i er of the Reed Sea, and God i s the 

r e scuing owne r . 

Fur t hermore, t he r e lationship between God and 

dove/Israel , left vague a nd i ll- de fined in t he earlier 

int ertextual expansion , i s now careful l y l aid out for the 

reader. God is the owne r o f I s r ael , its mast er, and mor e 

impo rtant for this interpretation, i t s protec t or. What began 

as an vague set 9f symbol ic associations i s now a v i vi d 

characteri zation of a meta-historica l event, one wi th 

direct (if still implicit) significance f or the Rabbis ' 
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audience : God has helped us in the past because we belo~g t o 

him, and because we asked for his help . 

The fina l way in which the Rabbis describe Israel ' s bond 

to God is through the mashal . These are often used, not just 

to chara~teri ze past history, but to illust rate paradigmatic 

and constan t elements in the relationship . Just as X behaves 

toward Y, so God behaves toward I srae l . These meshalim are 

t among the most powerful tools in the Rabbinic literary 

arsenal fo r figuratively explaining how God and Israel 

interact . To see some of the dynamics of this form of 

figurative discourse , we again turn to the interpretation 

Shir . 2 . 14 : 

MY DOVE •I N THE CLEFT OF THE ROCK ... LET ME HEAR THY 
vojcE .. /,R. Judah said in the name of R. Hama from 
Kfa.c Teftumin : It is as if a king who had an only 
daughter desired very much tha t she should talk to 
him . So what did he do? He made a proclamation 
saying, ' Let all the people go out to the sports 
ground.' When they went there , what did he do? He 
gave a sign~l to his servants, and they fe ll on her 
suddenly like brigands . She began crying out , 
"Father, save me! " He said to her: ' Had I not done 
so, you would never have c ried out, "Father, save 
me. "' So when the children of Israel were in Egypt 
the Egyptians oppressed them and they began to cry 
out and lift their eyes to the Holy One Blessed be 
He ... When the Holy One, Blessed be He, heard, He 
said: ' Had I not done s o to you, I should not have 
heard your voice . ' Referring to that moment , He 
said, MY DOVE . IN THE CLEFT OF THE ROCK ... LET ME 
HEAR YOUR VOICE : The voice I already heard in Egypt . 
And when the children of Israel cried before the 
Holy One Bles'Sed be He , immediately, SO THE LORD 
SAVED ISRAEL THAT DAY . . 

This is a very piquan~ little tale, veritably brimming 

" 
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with potent psychological issues and o ffer ing a disturbing 

take on the cha racter of God . Yet for our immediate 

interests , let us conside r only how this figurative story 

offers the reader the most powerful metaphor for the Divine

Jewish relations hip of the th~ee examined . Here the Rabbis 

make use of a wholly human analogy, one constructed around 

the relationship of a stubborn daughter and her (awesomely 

powerfu ~) father , with a ll its psychological elements . It 

is , for example, muc.h more emotionally laden then the 

earlier figure of the protecti veness of an owner fo r his 

property . 

Not only is this the richest and most nuanced 

explanation yet applied to the figure s of the base verse , 

it is a l so the most paradigmatic . It o ffers t he reader an 

interpretation which describes not just a static 

j uxtaposition of characters, nor only a reference to a 

historical incident . Instead it portrays God a nd I srael 

involved in a constant yet dynamic rel ationship, one that 

exists , and will continue to exi st , just as father-daughter 

relationships continue, however difficult. The mashal 

invokes a ~al bond, one full of conflict and caring , as 

real as any familial bond. 

And at least on a literary level the mashal, divorced as 

it is from a real incident or otherwise bound by tim~ and 

place, imbues that bond with a sense of eternality. The 

mashaJ says, in efiect, as long as this figurativ~ 

relationship could exist, so too the relati0nship bet~een . . 

,,. . 
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God and Israel , which parallels it , will continue . 

The paradigmatic qual ity of the mashal is made explicit 

in tte proc rac:ed nimsha!, i~ which God says, ' If you ~ou!d 

only cry out to me, as you did in Egypt , I would answer you 

now as I did then .' In this way also, the nimshal takes the 

re lationship one step further than did the intertextual 

narrative , which remained o~ :r.e plane o : explai~:~g :~e 

relationship as it existed in the past . 

This then is how the Rabbis use the figures of Shir 

Hashirim to explain the relationship between God and Israel . 

Using several different expansive :echniques and emp:oying 

Scripture as their building material , the Rabbis create 

increasingly complex analogies. The Rabbis place these 

figures in human relationships which they wish to be 

understood as accurately paralleling the Divine- Jewish one. 

Whi le they do not expect us to take litera lly the image of 

God as father , and I srael as daughter, they do intend that 

we should regard the figurative situation they have set up 

as completely analogous. These figurative relationships are , 

for the Rabbis , t rue homologies for the bond that exists 

between Israel and her God . 

: 
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Notes to Chapter 3 

1) Robert Alter , The Art of Biblical Poetry , 1985, p . 
125- 26 . 

2) Jacob Neusner, Israe l ' s Love Song to God, 1993, pp . J - 4 . 

3) There 'are times when the Rabbis come close to creating 
semi - independent characters , such as the hypostasis 
which appears between omn1nrrnn1,~mn~n . Such 
interpretations usually arise precisely to deal with 
the conflicts in God ' s character . 
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Chapter 4 

A King and his Subjects : Tropes of Order and Favor 

In seeking adequate descriptive and prescriptive language 

for t he metaphysical rela tionship between Israel and its 
. 

God, the sages turn most often to the example of human 

relat ionships , presenting those as accu rate homologies . They 

invoke the human , first and foremost , because it is our 

perceptual bias to see the human ( i . e. , intentional ity) in 

any pattern of organization . On a more conscious and 

deliberate pla ne, they employ the analogy of human 

relationship because it is the most familiar to their 

audience. Along the same lines , they employ it because 

human rel ations are the most complex relationships we know, 

and the Rabbis clear ly see the bond between the Jewish 

people and God as surpassingly complex and multifaceted . 

But part and parcel of that comp lexity i s the fact that 

humans can enter i nto many different kinds of 

relationships - economic, social, sexual, or l egal. The list 

of possibilities goes ·on and on . That being so, what kind of 

relationship is most homologous to this metaphysical one? 

The Rabbis do not hesitate in their choice - they choose 

them all . Ad hoc to the issue or event under discussion, the 

Rabbis deploy examples of human interaction drawn from all 

.spheres of activity, whether it be politics, war, business, 

marriage, or medicine: 

Few if any of these analogies are no'7el to the Rabbis . As 

, .. 
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in most of their fonns of religious discourse, the figures 

they use are , by and large, ones t hey inherit from biblical 

literature. Looking in the sacred books , the sages see God 

and Israel depicted tttrough the figures of owner and 

property , keeper and animal, parent and child, husband and 

wife. All are used because each conveys something different 

about the nature of I s rael ' s link to God . 

One of the mos t frequently used biblical homologies , and 

one picked up wich enthusiasm by the Rabbis , is that of the 

relationship between a king and his subjects , a master and 

his servants . 

I n biblical literature , this relat i onship is presented 

with all the trappings of royalty as it functioned i n the 

ancient near eastl . The Rabbis take up this figure , 

re taining the basic relationship in their analogies , but 

recasting the particulars to reflect their own experience of 

the Greco- Roman imperial system2 . 

The t r ope s which they invoke thrqugh this a nalogy are 

numerous . The most obvious t r ope for the image of God as a 

king is that of ' powerr. By impli cation r the image of Israel 

as his s ubjects sugges ts tropes of ' subjection ' . Together 

the relationship offers a complex o f t r opes which could be 

associated with an unequal p ower r ela t i-0nship. Re lated 

themes o f fear and favor, of security and vulnerabi lity are 

a,l). e~pressed through t h i s part i cular ext € ndect · f igur ~ . 

Let us begin the consideration of those t hemes , and how 
. 

t hey em~rge out of a s ~ngl e king- subject -nar rative with a 



78 

particularly subtle mashal , 

(8 . 14 . 1) FLEE, MY BELOVED .. R. Levi said : [This 
may be explained by) a parable of a king who 
made a feast and invited guests. Some ate and 
drank and blessed the king , and others ate and 
drank and cursed t he king . When the king noticed it , 
he was at firs t inclined to make a disturbance 
and \o upset the feast . The queen , however, came 
in and pleaded for the guests , saying : ' Your 
Majesty , instead of noticing these who eat and 
drink and curse you , rather take note of these 
who eat and drink and bless :hee and praise your 
name .' ... 

There are many tropes being played out in this wonderful 

mashal . The nimshal thoughtfully decodes all of the figures 

for the reader, so we are l e ft free to consider the 

implications of this deceptively simple narrative: 

.... So when Israel eat and drink and praise 
and extol God , He l istens t o the i r voice a nd is 
appeased. But when the heathens eat and drink 
and curse and blaspheme the Holy One , blessed be 
He, with the lewdness which they utter, at that 
moment God is ready even to destroy His world, 
but the Torah enters and pleads saying, ' Sovereign 
of the Universe, instead of taking note of these 
who blaspheme and provoke Thee, rather take note 
of Israel Your people who bless and praise and 
extol Your great ·name with Torah, and with hymns 
and praises' ; and the holy spirit cries out, 
FLEE AWAY, MY BELOVED: flee away from the heathens 
and cleave to Israel . 

Israel, the w~ll-mannered guest who praises the host , is 

one of the beneficiaries 0£ God ' s largess . The relationship 

laid out here is one of favor, a pleasant image in which 

Israel sits down at God 1 ·s t able . God is presented here as a 

... 
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vain if rather indulgent monarch . Like any human potentlle 

(perhaps a little too much for the taste of modern 

readers) , God seems to revel in the praise heaped upon him . 

A su rface reading accordingly yields a simple lesson . It 

seems at first glance to teach the moral of showing 

gratitude to God . 

But this s tory surrounds Israel with more then just 

tropes of favor . This mashal also tells the reader that 

Israel possesses both influence and power . Because of the 

p lacating influence of Israe l 's praise (activated, not 

surprisingly , through the agency of Torah) , God chooses to 

overlook the ingratitude and offensiveness of the other more 

boorish guests at the banque t . 

The very genteel images of the mashal mask the darker 

implications of this homology. The nimshal clearly informs 

us that the banquet is the world. Once again the motif of 

the king ' s anger is a n anxiety- inducing element. As the 

pericope spells out , the rude guests stand for the pagan 

nations who daily affront , even ' curse ' God with their 

devotions to idols . Clearly their ingratitude demands 

punishment. But God ' s mon~ental anger is such that he could 

potentially upset the whole banquet/world for all th~ 

guests/living. The spiritual insecurity of the Rabbis fills 

even the most idyllic setting. Even when they envision the 

world as a banquet , it is a feast held on a precipice . 
. . 

Yet in this insecure world, Israel is the salvific 
, 

keystone which holds up the entire world. We learn that, . 
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' through Israel ' s merit , all the guests are shie l ded from the 

king ' s wrath and continue to feast on his bounty, 

uninterrupted . Like Abraham ' s ' ten r ighteous men ' whom the 

angels vainly sought in the corrupt city of Sodom, Israel ' s 

merit spares the bulk of unrepentant humanity from 

destruction . 

I t is a potent claim, and one that must have appealed to 

a downtrodden, seeming ly peripheral people of the Byzantine 

Roman Empire . Through their own dealings with the imperial 

court , the Jews of Byzantine Palestine must have well 

appreciated the influence that accrues to those who enjoy 

imperia l favor . The dearth of much historically usefu l 

material from this period makes it impossible for us to 

determine just how much the Jewish community that produced 

Shir . R. had such access to the Imperiwn in real life. Yet 

clearly, in figuratively envisioning the divine court , the 

Rabbis taught that Israel was a courtier, bestowing 

protection (and by implication , some power to withdraw that 

protection) upon t he rest of God ' s subjects . It is an 

enviable image, and a comforting one . The Jewish people are 

simultaneously beneficiary and benefactor. 

The mashal a lso assigns an e lement of passivity to Israel 

in both roles. Reward and power come to Israel without 

demonstrating any competence or exceptional qualities. It is 

enough that Israel is appropriately grateful (they pra~se 

an~ worship God) . It is a true Recbemta, a comforting 

message, and it comes as no surprise that this mashal is the 



81 

last co appea r in Shi r. R., helping to c~ose off t~e 

document on a note of upl i f t . 

Yet as eve n the modern r eader can 1mag1ne, tne 

rela t ionsh i p between a king and his s ubj e c ts wa s not always 

a secu r e one , and in all :i kelihood , :aced a s the Rabbis 

we re with ongQing e xile Llnder the domination of a for eign 

power, the image of a king a nd his s ubj e c ts was a s likely to 

invoke tropes of anxiety and fear as it wou ld secur ity and 

comfort . 

The downside of a powe r re lationship li ke that of a king 

and his subj ects is neatly captured in another mashal , one 

which a ppea rs quite close i n the cext to our l a s t one , 

8 . 13 . 1 : 

YOU THAT DWELL IN THE GARDENS , THE COMPANIONS 
HEARKEN FOR YOUR VOICE : CAUSE ME TO HEAR IT . R. 
Na t han said in the name o f R. Acha: [God here i s 
compared] to a king who was angry with his servants 
and threw them into prison. He then took all his 
o fficers and servants and went t o l isten t o the 
song o f praise whic h they were chant ing . He heard 
them saying : ' Our lord the king , he is the object 
of our praise , he is our life ; we will never fail 
our l ord the king . ' He sai d to them: ' My children , 
raise your vo ices, so that the companions who are 
by you may hear . ' ... 

Here the character of God is radically at odds with the 

earlier portrayal , even though he remains garbed in the same 

dramatic persona , that of the all-powerful ruler. In 

expounding the figures of this verse, Acha understands God 

t o be the speaker, the angelic court to be the " companions", 
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and Israel the one being addressed . So far so simple , but 

the mashal R. Acha presents to illustrate these figures is 

startling. He takes his readers from the seemingly idyllic 

setting of "gardens" ~entioned in the verse , and transforms 

it into a prison . In doing so he complete ly reverses the 

mood or th~ verse , bringing to it a darker, much more 

pessimistic tone . 

This is quite a disturbing story, both in itself and in 

its tenor , for in it the king/God acts in a seemingly 

arbitrary fashion . The mashal itself offers us no 

explanation of the offense that led to the imprisonment of 

the servants . It is not entirely clear that the servants 

were the offenders , or even that there was any offense at 

all. In the context of the mashal we only know that the king 

was angered , and that the servants were on the receiving end 

of that anger . 

The conclusion of the mashal is equally uncomfortable. In 

it, the king is not reconciled by either a restitution, a 

correction or even an apology . Instead, he is swayed by an 

obsequious display of ~ravelling on the part of the 

imprisoned subjects. 

This mashal also offers a more menacing variation on the 

theme of God ' s desire to hear Israel ' s supplications. We 

have already seen this theme earlier in Shir. R. 2 . 14, O MY 

DOVE, IN . THE CRANNY OF THE ROCK. But' there is a critical 
'I 

change here. In that ~arlier figure the danger that drives 

Israel to cry out for God ' s h~lp is human {Pharaoh) and 
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natural (the Reed Sea) . There pod is represented by the dove 

owner ; he is a figure who redeems Israel f r om precarious 

external circumstances . In this mashal , by sontrast , the 

threat is localized in God himself . Both imprisonment and 

rescue come from the king ' s edicts . We will see from 

examples in future chapters that this is a popular theme in 

Shir Hashirim Rabbah . Here the analogy to king and servant 

carries tropes of Vl)V, o f ' punishment '. In other figurative 

contexts, the meaning wi ll change subtly . 

All in a ll , thi s i s hardly a flattering representation of 

royal character, o r by imp lication , of God . It is a 

revea ling statement of how Acha percei ves Israel ' s current 

relationship t o its s upposed protector and lord . The fact 

that t he king seemingly acts without justification is very 

suggestive of how Acha perceives God ' s treatment of Israel . 

The implication that the king is motivated to torment his 

subjects sole ly out of a need to hear their pleas conveys a 

deep pessimism about Israel ' s fate and future. That 

pessimism is only accentuated when we realize that th~ 

gannim, the "gardens " mentioned in the biblical verse under 

consideration , have been transformed into a prison in the 

mashal . Does Acha want us to understand these two figures to 

represent the world? I£ so, then this extended figure 

borders on the gnostic in its theology. More likely, he 

intends us to understand the tenor of. the gardens to be the 

cur~ent galut, exile . 

Since Ac~a never tells us if their sycophantic p r aise ever 
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garners the servants their freedom, the narrative also 

leaves us wi th a tremendous gap . Again we must wait until 

the nimshal for a more complete and anxiety-dissipati~g 

explanation of motives; 

..... So although Israel are occupied 
wi th their work for the s i x days of the week, 
on the Shabbat they rise early and go to the 
synagogue and recite the ' Sh ' ma ' and pass in front 
of the ark and read the Torah a nd a passage f r om 
the Prophets , and the Holy One , blessed be He, 
says : 'My children, raise your voices so that 
the companions standing by may hear ' - the word 
' companions ' denoting the ministering angels - ' 
and take good heed that you do not hate one another 
nor be j ealous of one another, nor wrangle with 
one another, nor shame one another, in order 
that the ministering angels may not say before 
Me :"Sovereign of the Universe , the Law which 
You have given to Israel is not practiced by 
them, and there is enmity , jealousy, hatred 
and quarrelling among them, " but you in fact are 
fulfilling it in peace .' 

Here God offers a list of possible offenses by Israel 

which would provoke his anger . This list , whic h after a ll , 

is only suggestive , provides the reader with a surprising 

measure of comfort. Israel is never actually a~cused o f 

these transgressions in the pericope , but their mere 

enumeration allows the reader to fill the gap in the mashal 

via the nimshal . Acha is using a powerful didactic 

strategy . The reader, craving to complete a partial ' image ', 

is inclined to mentally reconstruct the figurative situation 

to include an interpretation of the king's actions , which 

justifies them. This is instructive on how to read all 

Rabbinic meshalim. Tbe re~der must-always read the mashal 

,... 

.. 
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through the prism of the nimsJ:tal . However many possible 

messages may be derived from the ambiguity and gapping of 

t he mashal, it i s the nimshal that ultimately detennines how 

the figure is to be parsed out . 

Likewise , if the prison is understood by the reader as 

the gal~t, tpere i s no indication in the mashal itsel f that 

imprisonment will ever end . Yet Acha knows his readers 

eY-pect t hat exil e will end . As part of the interpretative 

process, the reader may retroject that expectation into the 

mashal, which in turn relieves s ome of t he pessimism. 

We are somewhat relieved to know that the king might have 

his reasons , that he is not totally capricious . But of 

course, Acha has never actual ly said , ' Israel did this ' . His 

pessimism and his doubt linger in the minds of the readers. 

The anxiety that Acha raises through this particular 

figurative portrayal has deep r oots in the human psyche - it 

is the anxi ety we fee l in the presence of the unpredictable, 

and our fear that the world, being unpredictable, is perhaps 

also cruel without purpose. Thus Rabbi Acha artfully 

exploits and seeks to relieve a significant theologicat and 

existential anxiety in his audience . The relatively new 

field of 'evolutionary psychology ' describes this human 

anxiety/need in terms of trust, "we are designed to seek 

trusting relatiooships and to feel uncomforta'.ble in their 

absence3 . " In the unfolding of this particular figure , we 

look on anxiously, hoping to find some reason to trust in 

the morality of God. Acha qoes jnd~ed provide possible 
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r easons for trust in due course , but the discomfort we fee: 

until a n explanation is offered is instruct i ve , and for the 

thoughtful reader, never completely resolved . 

Universally , humans look for the world to show signs of 

order, and are disturbed whe~ things work out otherwise . To 

paraphr ase Rabban Gamali~l fzom another context , the 

universal puman desire is p~trn)op,nun, to ' flee from doubt ' . 

Guthrie lists uncerta inty a nd fear among the things which 

contributl most to the religious impulse . He quotes David 

Hume in this regard : "The primary religion of mankind arises 

chiefly from an anxious fear". Hume , like many other 

theoris ts of religion , argue s that part of r eligion ' s 

f unction is tha t it a llows us to live despite our 

uncertainty4 . 

In the f a ce of t he world's fea rfu l caprici ousness , 

r ~ligion allows us a measure of comfort and trust which we 

woul d other wise l ack . But i f t hi s comfor ting function i s a ll 

t hat i s at wor k, wha t are we to make of this part i cularly 

fearful f igurative representation of God ? Why c reat e a n 

image of God , like t hi s one, which preys s o well on our 

anxieties before it offers us any relief ? 

Acha seems t o choose t his characterizat i on of God for 

several reasons. One is that the characterization seems t o 

fit the evidence as he understands it. Acha, a long wi t h many 

of his co-religionists , may have felt on some level that the 

J ewi sh condition of exile and oppression was not justified . 

Given that , it only seems logical for him ~o suggest that 
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his community ' s experience has all the hallmarks of an 

a r bitrary punishment by a megalomaniacal king . And in lighc 

of their own experience , this portrayal must h~ve had a 

truthful quality for Acha ' s dudience . The ' reality ' of the 

figurative relationship is theologically useful , because in 

due course the reader transfers some of the ' reality ' 

evident in the situation onto the ' implied ' explanation , 

enha ncing its validity . 

At this point we must ask , given this gloomy 

understanding of God ' s character drawn f r om the evidence o: 

their own experience , why do the Rabbis not entertain the 

next logical possibility - the possibility that the re is no 

king at all? The answer to that comes back to the precise 

nature o f the f ears and needs we a lluded to earlier. Our 

biggest fear is the fear that the world is indifferent to 

us . It is the very presentation of God as a person, however 

much his behavior ma y seem arbitrary, that holds for th the 

promise of both a meani ngful expl a nation and a reversal of 

Israel ' s fortune . 

Fi rst of a l l, we have a need f or a n expl anat i on. Even 

i nsani ty i s bette r then meani nglessnes s i n t hi s r egard . As 

Guthrie remarks , a gloomy expl anation is always preferable 

to no explanations. It is dreadful to imagine , as Acha 

does , a God who apparently acts harshly wi thout 

justification, but it is intolerable to imagine a world 

whee€ suffering has no explanation at all . What ' s more , as 

is often the case in observing human behavior, actions which 
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at first glance seems arbitra~y, on further exploration are 

found to have reasons under l ying them . It is one of the · 

basic assumptions of clinical psychology th~t all behavior, 

even in psychotic individuals , is meaningful . In the case 

of our mashal , we too assume that the king ' s behavior is 

meaningful. Even before an explanation is offered, the 

reader is already hard at work specu:ating on the king ' s 

motives . An expl anation is not long in coming , an entirely 

\ predictable , if not entirely comforting explanation - Israel 

sinned, and God punished us . Thus the unfolding of the 

mashal and nimshal contains a powerful theological l esson . 

Even if God ' s actions seem inexplicable , in time an 

explanation will be forthcoming. 

Still , Acha l eaves us with s ome unresolved disconcerting 

elements: the image of the king/God urg ing his captives to 

sing his praises like so many captured songbirds, helpless 

before his whim, and the unresolved fate of the captives. 

Acha leaves us t o fill in this gap, and draw our own 

conclusions . 

By characterizing God as an angry king, the possibility 

of change, while not made explicit , is implied . There is no 

recourse against a re lentless and inhuman force. For that 

reason, it is the inhuman that invokes in us the most fear. 

This attitude of the Rabbis is best summed up by the words 

of Resh Lakish at the very end of Eicba Rabbah (5.21 . 1) , 
* 

where he declares: "If there is rejection , there is no hope, 

but where there is anger there is qope, because whoever is 
, 
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angry may eventually be appeased " . We know there is always 

the possibility of reversing a person ' s actions , even those 

of a king . We look for trusting ' relationships ', because it 

is in the nature of relationships that they can change . Just 

as importa~t , as participa~cs in the relationship, we can 

asser t some measure of control . The mashal seems to be 

saying that , howeve r frightening our circumstance , there is 

the possibility of change , and that possibility is at least 

\ partially in our control . Through ou r words of praise , we 

have at least in fluence, if not the power, to restore 

ourselves to favor in this unequal power relationship wi th 

God . 

Ultimately this figurative expansion is psychologically 

wise , confronting the reader with his deepest fears about 

the capriciousness of the world and then soothing them, all 

the while neve r denying or glossing over the existential 

anxiety the reader may be experiencing. 

It is our prejudice to see ancient monarchies as 

absol utist. This is inaccurate. In the Greco- Roman world the 

Irnperium was not viewed as above accountability to those it 

governed. Macedonian kings were elected and Roman emperors 

were deposed, sometimes with alarming frequency. Even in 

Rabbinic literature, we have hints that the Rabbis regarded 

. the king and his subjects to have a sort of social contract . 

In explaining how God established his authority as ' king ' of 

Israel , Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael offers a parable which 

outlines some of the king's responsibilities: war, public 
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works , and ensuring adequate waLer supply (9achodesh 5 ) . 

This being the model o f ruler- subject re l ations , the sages 

use that model as a homology for God ' s and Israel ' s 

relationship . They also use it to explain Israel ' s 

existential situat ion . Not surprisingly , it is the subject, 

and not th; ki~g, who is not living up to the contract . 

In the following mashal , R. hoshaia d raws heavily from the 

practices of Roman administration in outlining the 

figurative situation6 . As part of a longer string of largely 

positive interpretations of Song 1 . 12 , we once again see 

how , when employing an expanded figure , the rabbis inject 

their own theologica l concerns into the exegesis. This 

mashal contains ideas and attitudes which cannot be readily 

derived from the t ext itself : 

R. Pinchas said in the name of R. Hoshaia : 
WHILE THE KING IS AT HIS TABLE ... (MY NARD 
GAVE FORTH ITS FRAGRANCE) : while the supreme 
King of kings was yet at His t able, He had 
already anticipated [descending to Mount Sinai ] , ' 
as it says , And it came to pass on the third 
day while it was morning that there were 
thunders, etc . . .. upon the mount (Ex . 19 .16). 
He was like a king who had proclaimed, ' On 
such- and- such a day I· am going to enter the city , ' 
and as the inhabitants of the city slept through 
the night, when the king came he found them 
asleep, so he orqered trumpets and horns to be 
sounded, and the governor of the city woke ihem 
up and brought them out to meet tne king, and the 
king then went before them till he reached his 
palace . • .. 

It is interesting that this particular narrative is 

preceded by the famous exchange betwe~n R. Judah and R. Meir 
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as to whether Shir Hashirim may b£•interpreted so as to put 

Israel in a bad light . Clearly , R. Hoshaia is of the school 

of R. Meir on this issue , as he seems t o go out of his way 

to give this verse a negative twist . Wh ile other 

interpreters of this verse understand it as praisi~g 

Israel ' s rea1ine$s to receive the revelation , Hoshaia t reats 

it as an indictment of Israe:. Rather than uncertaiucy , 

Hoshaia introduces tropes of inadequacy . 

Hoshaia chooses not to portray God as the capricious king 

who menaces with his unpredictability . But he is replaced by 

an equally threatening persona , the predictable sovereign 

who may hold his vassals accountable for their failings . 

Here again , as in the mashal we examined earlier, Hoshaia 

withholds the full implications of the situation, once 

again inducing a sense o f anxiety in the reader. Whi le we 

mentally cringe at the city ' s failure to welcome a powerful 

personage, we are not told how the king reacts to the city 's 

inadequacy . Hoshaia 's contemporary audience was left to fill 

the narrative gap, imagining (or perhaps recalling from 

experience) the wrath and retribution from the imperial 

authorities for fail ing to extend due courtesy. But as in 

other Rabbinic figures, the gaping is only provisional . The 

rabbis are usually loath to leave anything unstated. Rabbi 

Judan does eventually_ fill this narrative gap through the 

nimshal , where the mashal is paralleled to · the historic 

birth of the king- subject ~elationship at Sinai . Through the 

parallel, the reader is inviteq to apply the fear implicit 



J 

92 

in the mashal to what is happening in Is~-ael 's standing with 

God . The anxiety that neglecting the king invokes in the 

mashal is intended to illustrate how inadequate Israel -

should feel as a subject to the diyine king , 

... Israel slept all that night , because the sleep 
of Pentecost i8 pl~asant and the night is short . 
R. Judan said : Not a flea worried them . God came 
~nd found them sleeping , so he began to rouse 
them with trumpeters , as it says , And it came to 

tpass on the third day ... that there were thunders 
~nd lightnings ( ib . 16) , and Moses roused Israel 
and brought them out to meet the supreme King of 
kings , the Holy One , blessed be He, as it says , 
And Moses brought forth the people ... to meet God 
(ib . 17), and then God went before them till He 
reached Mount Sinai, as it is written , Now mount 
Sinai was altogether on smoke (ib. 18) . It was 
for this that He taunted them through the mouth 
of Isaiah, saying , Wherefore, when I came, was 
there no man? When I called, was there none to 
answer? Is My hand shortened at all, that it 
cannot redeem? (Isa. 50 . 2) . 

From the very beginning of the relationship, God must 

chastise Israel for her shortcomings . Rabbi Judan uses the 

mashal to tell his readers that at the moment God was ready 

to fulfill his obligations as sovereign, Israel failed in 

its duty to receive him with due honor. The effect i.s to 

induce greater _feelings of inadequacy in his audience. 

Israel is God ' s subject, b~t she is a woefully inept 

subject , which accounts for her precarious situation now . 

Should anyone raise the question of ~hether God has been a 

good sovereign, through this figure the reader is . reminded 

of -Israel's shortcomings as a vassa~ . Such figures ser:ve to 

redirect potenti~l ~nger ~y from Go~, and inst~~d serv.e to 
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encourage Jews to internalize- their anger and blame 

themselves for their misfortune. 

As we have seen in the previou s t wo examples , the figure 

of a king carries a considerable e lement of fear along with 

its t r ope of power . The tropes of these two king -subject 

narrativ~s lnvoke in their readers basic human fea rs , a fear 
' 

of uncertainty, and a fear of inadequacy . The former is 

created through the image of a seemingly arbitrary king , the 

latt e r through that of a more dependable but demanding ruler 

who will hold Israel accountable for its shortcomings . 

Yet it is equal ly true that the trope of royal power 

a lso conveys notions of stability and order. As they were 

for other peoples in other times , the king a nd his 

government were perceived by the Jews of Byzantine Palestine 

as a bulwark against social chaos and the uncertainty that 

ent ails. More than people fear power, they fear chaos. This 

is succinctly expr essed by R. Chanina s ' gan haKohanim, who 

declared, •~ray for the welfare o f the government, s ince but 

for the fear of it , men would swallow one another alive' 

(Mishna Avot 3.2). 

Thus the same royal image can create tropes of trust and 

safety . In fact, the Rabbis frequently use the figures of 

king and subject to bridge the gulf between our. fear of an 

arbitrary univers.e and our need for order . Within the human 

realm known, to the Rabbis , the king was the ultimate symbol 

oi social order . Even in the. fear-laden narratives we have 

already e~amined, it is cle·~r_l"y conveyed that any suffering 
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the vassal experiences is due-t'~ inadequacies in himself , 

not in the King . Still , there remains an anxiety- inducing 

gap for the Jew about his status vis a· vis G'od . Responding 

to this situation , the ~abbis know that using the king

subject figure not only illustrates that gap , but can also 

be used to br.J.dge it . 

This theological bridge- building begins by establishing 

that being a servant is not just a debased position , but 

also a protected one . R. Simon effectively equates the 

status of the people Israel vis a· vis God with that of the 

Prophets by showing inter t extually that both are called 

' ser vants ' , and the r e fore the prophe ts a re not allowed to 

calumniate Isr ael : 

{1 . 6.l )LOOK NOT UPON ME THAT I AM SWARTHY R. 
Simon opened with the t ext , Sl ander not a servant 
unto his master {Prov. 30 .10) , I srael are 
called servants , as it says , For unto me the 
chi l dren of I srael are servants (Lev. 25 . 55) . The 
prophets a r e a l s o called seLvants , as it s ays , 
But He reveal s His counsel unto His servan t s 
the prop he t s (Amos 3 .'7 ) • Thus sa t_d t he Community 
of Isr ae l t o the prophets : ' Look not upon me 
because of my swart hiness [sin ] . .. No one rejoi ced 
mor e in my s ons tha ~- Isa iah, yet because he sai d , 
And dwell in the midst of a peopl e of unclean l iJ?S 
(Num . 6. 5) , God said t o hi.II\: 'Isai ah , of Y.Oursel f 
you are at liQert y to say, "Because I am a ~an 
o f uncl ean lips" (ib. ) ; thi -s is acceptabl e; but may 
you say, " And in the midst of a people of unclean 
lips I dwell" ? .... when Elijah spoke evil of Israel 
God said to him~ 'While you are accusing these, 
come and accu~e tnese otners,' as it says , Go, 
return on · tny way to th~ wi)derness .of Damascus 
{I Kf ngs .19.15)1 R. ·Abbabu and Resh Lakish were ~ 
onoe· OD the point oi. ent,erlrig •the city' of caesarea 
when R · Abbahu ~aid' to Resh Laki13h; ' ,Why should, 
we go i 'nto a·. cd!tr o~ ·ca.rs,ing a~d bla~pheining?· 

~ ' 
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Resh Lakish got down fro~ his ass and scraped 
up s ome sand and put it in R. Abbahu ' s mouth . He 
said to him : 'Why do you do this? ' He replied: 
' God is not pleased with one who calumniates 
Israel .' 

The theological message is clear . Being a servant is not 

really such a lowly status in God ' s eyes if the same term is 

used to describe the exulted prophets of the past . Wha t ' s 

mor e , this pericope makes clear that the servants of God are 

entitled to God ' s protection , at least from the criticism of 

another servant . Though Israel sin - that is the trope given 

to "s warthy" - even the Pr ophets cannot attack Israel with 

impunity . 

Implied in all these fi gures is a trope which is not 

commonly a s sociated with a s ubject or servant in Shir 

Hashi r i m Rabbah - t he t r ope of security , and even power. R. 

Simon suggests that the sta tus of servant b rings with it not 

only vulnerability and accountabili ty, but a l s o a measur e of 

entitlement . 

A common t hread conveyed in all t hese narratives and 

thei r expos itions i s that ul t i ma t e l y I srael de t ermines the 

quality of this metaphysical relat i onship. It is a 

rel a tionship which , f o r all its pote ntia l t error, i s a t the 

very least regulateq in some sense . 

The standard Jewish metaphor f or that r egulated status is 

a contractual one .. Like conformity to the terms of a 

contr act, compliance with God brings benefits promised in 

the agreement made at Sinai. Already a cliche in the Bible, 

the contract metaphor is fr'equently employed by the Rabbis 



96 

' to explain Israel ' s current status , either positively or 

negatively. In the following narrative , the positive side of 

this contract is highlighted : 

(7 .14. l) BOTH NEW AND OLD WHICH I HAVE KEPT FOR YOU, 
MY BELOVED ... R. Abba b . Kahana said : The Holy One , 
blessed ~e He, said : ' Ye lay up for Me and I lay 
up for you . Ye lay up for Me through the performance 
of religious precepts and good deeds , and I lay up 
for you treasures full of more good things than 
there are in the world.' 

In a pretty straightforward piece of Rabbinic exeges is , 

the theology of nn~ 1ll)n1,~ is spelled out , at last in 

positive terms. It is a choice example of what the Rabbis 

are st~iving to do - impose order and symmetry on the 

seeming chaos and asymmetry of life . Here is a case where 

one senses that the relationship has been oversimplified for 

the sake of a sense of order . 

This representation offers an utterl y consistent 

interpretation of the world . Explicitly stated is the notion 

that those who do as they are commanded are rewar ded . 

Implied is the i dea that those who neg lect their duty are 

not . And in keeping with wha t we unders tand about human 

• psychologica l needs , it is a system which assures us that 

the wor ld is compl e tely predictable and without ~ncertainty . 

The probl em wit h this i ndisputably appealing t heological 

s yst em is well known . Based on human experience, virtue is 

not consi s t ently rewa rded, or vice punished . This is both 
-obvious and long known to students of r e ligion (cons i de r the 
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story of Job) . Despite this , t.beologies like the one 

portrayed in this pericope enjoy enduring popularity . Why? A 

partial answer may be found in the same theoties of 

behavioral learning to which we have already alluded . 

In his landmark work on behavioral conditioning , B. F. 

Skinner i1entjfied different kinds of " reinforcement 
' 

schedules" , patterns of reward which serve to reinforce 

behaviors in animals . Early on , Skinner discovered that 

behavior does not have to be reinforced every \ime it occurs 

for a subject ' s behavior to become conditioned; even 

i rregular reinforcement given only once in many repetitions 

of a behavior, was still enough to reinforce that behavior. 

Called ' variable reinforcement ', this is the principle of 

reinforcement often identified as the factor that makes 

gambling so addictive7 . 

There may be an analogy to this in ' reward and 

punishment ' theologies. If one looks to see virtue rewarded 

and sin punished, one need only witness episodic examples in 

daily life for the model to seem valid . Perhaps a person 

needs to observe only one virtuous act in twenty actually 

get rewarded in some way to believe that all virtuous 

behavior will eventually be rewarded . Maybe too, if after a 

long career of sin a person finally suffers a reversal, 

variable reinforcement ~akes this one mishap seem enough to 

confirm a belief that God punishes the wicked. . . 

In various forms, this particular theological gamble on 

t~e true natu~e of the universe has been woven into the 
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fabr ic of Judaisffi since the boo~~f Deuteronomy . 

Wha t ever the factors at work , this particular figure 

offers more psychological security to the reader than any we 

have seen up until now . Israel is assured that there is 

reward for its labors , even if it must be deferred to the 

future . 

Yet a subject who finds order and security in his 

government may still desire more . For if there is secur~ty 

in consistency , there is even more in the glow of divine 

favor . Favor, more than impartiality , was to be valued in 

the political milieu of the Rabbinic period , 

... thus would Rabbi Jonathan do when he saw 
som~ important personage (i . e ., Roman officia l } 
arriving in his town : he would send him a gif t 
as a mark of respect and honor . For he thought : 
Wha t if some lawsuit involving an orphan o r 
widow should be brought before him? At least I 
will have entree to take the matter up with hims. 

A cons i s tent judge could s till be a prejudicial one, 

especially in dealing with the powerless who offer him no 

personal benefit. In the power relationship o f a king and 

his subjects, where powerlessn~ss translates into 

-vulnerability, one strengthe ns one's pos i t ion by currying 

favor . 

The Rabbis bring both this anxiety and this strat~gy into 

their understanding of their relationship with God. The 

value: of gaining and maintaining divine f avor is on€ of (he 
> 

many ideas illustrated by a mftshal employing the cliche' . 
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figure of the king ' s orcha rd, a £.requent figure f or 

conveying tropes of favor , 

(2 . 2 . 1 ) L1KE A LILY AMONG THE THORNS ... 
R.Azariah said in the name of R. Judah who 
had it from R. Simon : · A king once had an orchard 
i n which he went and planted a r ow of fig-trees 
and a row of vines and a row of apples and a 
row of pomegranates, and then he handed it over 
to a keepe2 and went away . After a time the king 
came and inspected the orchard to see how it was 
getting on , and he found it full of thorns and 
briars. So he brought wood- cutters to cut it 
down . Seeing in it a beautiful r ose, he took 
and smelt it and was appeased , and said: ' For 
the sake of t h is rose the orchard ~hall be spared. 
So the world was c reated only for t he sake of 
ls rael . After t wen ty-six generations the Holy One, 
blessed be He , inspected His garden t o see how i t 
was getting on , and he found i t one mass of water. 
The generat ion of Enosh was wiped out with water; 
the generation of the dispersion was punished 
with water. So He brought wood-cutters to cut i t 
down , as it says , The Lord sat enthroned at the 
Flood (Ps . 29 .10) , but He saw a beautiful rose, 
namely Israel, and He took and smelt it , at the 
time when Israel received the Ten Commandments , 
and He was appeased, at the time when Israel said , 
We will do a nd obey ... 

In many ways, R. Simon ' s narrative frames the same issues 

raised by the first narrative we considered, R, Levi ' s 

mashal of the grateful and ungrateful guests . In that 

parable it is the virtue of ' the grateful guests which 

delivers all from the king 's wrath. But unlike R. Levi 's 

parable, in this figure , it is obvious how the narr.ativ.e 

expands out of the logic of the verse. Even the "orchard", 

while not found in the verse under consideration , is derived 

from t he context of surrounding Shir Hashirirn passages 

(2.3) . 

.. 
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The ideological relationship with the earl ier mashal is 

entirely symmetrical. As a tenor for the king , God comes 

across as just and rational, and accordingly the mood of 

this narrative is much more hopeful than other king/subject 

meshalim we have seen . THe issue f or both meshal im is the 

same : having divine favor is the key to survival. Both seem 

to answer the concerns raised by t he mashal of the 

imprisoned servants . Even if t he world is capricious, 

\ currying favor with God will provide a margin of safety. 

This attitude no doubt is consistent with Rabbi Jonathan ' s 

approach to ensuring equity and protection from the Roman 

imperial authorities . 

But whereas R. Jonathan brings gifts to win favor , w~at 

can Israel do to win God ' s indul gence? Devotion to the 

l abors of Torah . This is made explicit in Rabbi Simon ' s 

explanation of his figurative tale , 

... Said the Holy One, blessed be He : For the sake 
of this rose let the garden be spared; for the 
sake of the Torah and those who study it let the 
world be spared. 

Earlier it was noted that Shir Hashirim Rabbah employs 

multiple figures to convey tropes about a limited number of 

tenors. That is manifest here where, once more, the reader 

is reminded that Torah study is the means of gaining God ' s 

affection. To the ll)odern reader this may seem .tedious and 

redun9ant. Yet the repetit1on is, in a very important se~se, 

the message. Having called' attention to the anxiety that an 
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unpredictable world creates , the very predictabi lity o f the 
I 

Rabbinic message in their figurative stories is meant to 

reassure. It is as if the consistency of the theme funcc ions 

as a prophylactic incantation against an inconsistent 

universe . 

But the figurative presentation of God as king and Israel 

' as subject conveys more than simply tropes of stability, 

equity and safety . Divine favor , like imperial favor , 

~ promises far more - it promises opportunity and material 

security . The following mashal is offered in Shir Hashirim 

Rabbah as an illustration of how Solomon fared in light of 

divine favor. But Solomon is not just a historical figure 

for the Rabbis . As the archetypal sage , Solomon is also 

every sage , and as the pious young king (the Rabbis 

associate Shir Hashirim with the early period of Solomon ' s 

life) , he is a also a cipher for any reader who identifies 

with the values of Rabbinic piety . This becomes evident in a 

king- servant mashal which is part of a narrative expansion 

of I Kings 3 . 5-9 . Wanting to instruct his readers on th.is 

incident, R. Simeon b. Halafta deploys tropes of favor w~ich 

make piety not only a value , but also an asset , 

(l . l . 9)THE SONG: OF SONGS BY SOLOMON ... 
R. Simon said in the name of R. Simeon b . 
Halafta : [Solomon resembled] .a councillor who 
was a great favorite at the king ' s court , and 
to whom the king once said, .' Ask me for anything 
you want . ' Said the councillor to himself : If I 
ask for silver and gold;·. he will give me. Said he: · 
I had better ask for the• king ' s daughter, and 
that includ~s ever ythi~g . 
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' One who enjoys the favor of the king can expec~ certa i r, 

per quisites , including opportunities for per sonal 

enrichment . Using the Rabbinic conventions of 

anthropopathism, Rabbi Simeon wants his reade rs to know that 

the same applies in relationship with God . 

There are multiple lessons contained in this mashal . The 

value of wisdom is also a theme . Like Aladdin when he :s 

offered three wishes by the jinn , Solomon shows wisdom and 

subtlety in what he asks from God . That , too, R. Simeon 

relates to his readers for didactic purpose s . However , che 

lesson that matters to ou r discussion is that devotee 

service to God a nd the favor that loya lty garners ca n only 

enhance I s rae l ' s place in t he world . A perfect homology is 

i mplied by t he exampl e of Solomon. If t hose who win the 

favor of mor tal ki ngs enjoy real benefi ts on account of 

t heir s t a t us, t hen ,n,n, 7p, analogous bene f its mus t also 

apply for thos e who win the f avor of the King of kings . 

Through using t he figurative r e lationship between a 

s overeign and his s ub j ects, the Rabbi s t olich upon many of 

t he most basic concerns of their readers . Knowing t ha t our 

rel ationshi p t o t he d ivi ne paral lel s cert a in huma n 

r e l ationships speaks t o many needs. I t promises security in 

the face of uncertainty , protection against vulnerabil ity, 

and even the hope for material prosperity . 

It is notable how these figures refl ect those basic human 

needs identif ied by the psychologist Abraham Maslow i n his 
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"hierarchy of needs " . The lowest tb,ree rungs on Masl ow' s 

hierarchy are : material/physiological needs , safety and 

security needs , and needs of belonging . 

The figure of Israe l as servant addresses all of these 

needs . But it addresses them incompletely . As we have seen 

again and again , God as king only relieves some of Israel ' s 

insecurity . While the ' kingship ' of God gives some sense of 

certainty , there remains a lingering fear of the king 

\ himself , his moods and his dema~ds . Servants can Know 

certainty , but certaint y still may not favor those who are 

on the subservient end of such a power relationship . A 

servant may gain favor , but he can also wind up in prison . 

Faced with that continuing uncertainty , the Rabbis turrt 

again to the Tanakh for other figures which convey other 

tropes and associations . 

.. , . 



104 

Notes to Chapter 4 

1) The Sages , 1979, p . 316 . 

2) Parables in Midrash, 1991 , pp . 19- 20 . 

3) "The Evolution of Despair~, Time, August 28 , 1995 , 
Vol . 146 No . 9 , p . 56 . 

4 ) Faces in the Clouds , p . 11 . 
' 

5) Ibid . , p . 15 . 

6) Gedaliah Alon , The Jews in Their Land in the Talmudic 
~ Age, Cambridge , 1989, p . 213 . 

7) Mazur, J.ames E., ed . , Learning and Behavior, Englewood 
Cliffs , 1990, pp . 124-128 . 

8) Talmud Yerushalmi , Shabbat I : 3 as cited in Alon , p . 213 . 



105 

Chapter 5 

A King and His Child: Fa vor, Intimacy and Discipline 

Because of the con~inuing issues of uncertainty wh ich 

are inherent in a relationship analogous to that of a 

servant and a king , it is not surprising that the Tanakh 

also employs other figurative expressions to describe the 

full complexity of the Divine- Israelite relationship . 

\ There is another a na logy wh ich brings with it different 

tropes for God ' s relationship with Isr ael . In Moses's final 

speech addressed to Israel (Deut . 32) the ramifications of 

. this additiona l figurative re lationship are dramatically 

spelled out . The reader l earns that beyond that of mere 

vassal and a suzerain or a servant and a master , Israe l ' s 

relationship to God is to be that of a son to a father, 

Because I will proclaim the name of the Lord; 
ascribe greatness to our God . He is the Rock , 
his work is perfect ; for all his ways are justice; 
a God of truth and without iniquity, just and 
right is he .Not his the corruption , but his children 
are b lemished; they are a perverse and crpoked 
generation. Do you thus requite the Lord, ·o foolish 
peopl e and unwise? Is he not your father who has 
bought you? Has he not made you, and established 
you? ... When the Most High divided to the nations 
their inheritance, when he set apart the sons of 
Atlam, he set the bounds of the people according to 
the number of the people of Israel . For the Lord ' s 
port ion is his people; Jacob is the lot of his 
inheritance. 

With that additional figurative relationship ·cqme new 

associative ·t ropes. As his child, God favors Israel over 

all other nations. But even more sig~ificant.than favor 

. . 
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(which we have seen before ) is t _he trope of " security". 

Just as a father can never " undo" his fatherhood to his 

child , God may become angry and he may punish , _put he wil l 

never sever the relationship . Jacob is God ' s " inheritance", 

The Children of Israel are his "children". Elsewhere in the 

Bible this belief in the durability of the relationship is 

affinned in the ' most explicit terms (though in a non

figurative context) : 

... And what one nation in the earth is like you r 
people, like Israel , whom God went to redeem for 
a people to himself ... For you have confirmed to 
yourself your people Israel to be a people to you 
forever; and you , Lord, have become their 
God . .. (italics mine ) . (II Samuel 7 . 23- 24 ) 

Besides a greater sense of favor and the relationship ' s 

durability, the relationship of a father to his child 

implies a greater intimacy than would seem possible between 

a servant and his king : 

. . . He found him in a desert land, aQd in the wast e 
howling wilderness ; he led him about , he instructed 
him, he kept him as the apple of his eye . As an 
eagle stirs up its nest , flutters over its young , 
spreads out its wings , "takes them, bears them on 
its pinions ; So the Lord alone d i d lead him . .. He 
made him r i de on the high places of the earth .. . 
he made him suck honey out of the rock , and oil out 
of the flinty r ock (Deut . 32 . 10- 13) . 

At the same time, there is no promise of· r~lief from 

suffering-. Instead there is the implication that that 

suffering is meaningful - suffering now·surely represents 

. 
\ 
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discipline, even instruction : 

. .. Of the Rock that fathered you are unmindful , 
and have forgotten God who formed you .. . And when 
the Lord saw it , he loathed them, because of the 
provocation of his s ons , and of his daughters . 
And he said, I wil l hide my face from them .... I 
wi ll heap evils upon them; I will spend my a=rows 
upon them .. . 1 said, I would scatter them into 
corners , I would make the remembrance o f them to 
cease f r om ~mong men .... For they a r e a nation void 
of counsel , nor is there any understanding in them 
... For the Lord shall vindicate his people , and 
repent himself for his servants , when he sees that 
their power is gone , and there is none shut up, or 
left (Deut . 32 . 15- 16; 19- 20 ; 26; 36) . 

Just as no (rational ) parent inflicts pain on his 

children without purpose , s o Israel ' s ' fa ther ' , God , 

confirms that he will discipline his child, but only for 

good reason . 

In Shir Hashirim Rabbah , the rabbis once again expand 

upon and extend this biblical me taphor, using it to better 

illus trate both their own existential situation and the ir 

own theological understanding of that situation . 

The figure of parental/child relationship logically 

begins with tropes of · favor. In expounding the verse, KISS 

ME WITH THE KISSES OF YOUR MOUTH, the rabbis extract from 

tpe words t ropes of favor and intimacy. The exeges is offers 

several proposals for the occasion where these adorLng and 

intimate words would have been uttered between God and his 

people . The answers are predictable to anyone familiar with 

Rabbinic beliefs: at the Reed Sea, or the Tent of Meeting, 

or the Temple, or at Sinai . All of these events or 

. -
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locations represent the high p9ints of intimacy :r. ~he 

relationship . 

Having proposed the occasions, they then __ turn to 

address the tenor for this figurative expression . What 

exactly are the " ki sses of his lips "? 

(1 . ~ . S)LET HIM KISS ME WITH THE KISSES OF HIS LIPS 
... R. Eleazar said : A king had a cellar fu ll of 
wine . One guest came to him and he mi xed a cup for 
him and gave it to him. A second guest came and he 
mixed a cup for him and gave it to him . When the 
king's s on came , he gave him the whole c e llar. So 
Adam recei ved seven commandments .... Noah received 
in addition th€ prohibition of eating a limb from a 
living animal ... Abraham received the command of 
circumcision . Isaac inaugu rated its performance on 
the eighth day . Jacob was commanded regarding the 
sinew of the thigh- vein ... Judah received the command 
o[ the levirate marriage .. . [but) Israel "consumed" 
[all ) the pos i tive and negative commandments ... 

Given what we have a l ready seen of Rabbinic theology, it 

comes as no s urprise to l earn that t he kisses are 

understood as a metaphor for mitzvot . But in o ffering a 

figurative expansion to i llustrate the concept , R. Eleazar 

constructs a narrative that draws on biblical narratives 

and characters far beyond the figures found in the verse . 

Instead, intent on using this verse to provide a broader 

· characterization of Divine revelation, this ambitious 

narrative seeks to schematize the entire history of God's 

revelation as described in Scripture . 

God is once more the king , but now Adam, Noah and the 

patria·rchs are portrayed figuratively as favored servants 

. . . ... 
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who receive from the king ' s own, hand goblets o f wine . The 

goblet s are a secondary metaphor for ' kisses ' , which in 

turn is the figure for mitzvot . Note that tho~gh the 

metapho r has shifted from an ' affect ionate' figure (kisses 

to a food figure (goblets of wine ) , both figures are 

associated with che mouth , as would be expect ed g i ven the 

Shir Hashirim verse . Israel , by comparison , i s the Y.ing ' s 

son , whose favored status is such that he is given the 

~ entire wine cella r (the Torah in toto) . 

Th r ough these figu res of father and s on, R. Eleazar 

conveys his opinion o f Israel ' s unique and favored place in 

God ' s affec t ion . But there are other interpreters of this 

verse who think Eleazar does not take the analogy far 

enough. In order to capture the true intimacy implicit in 

these familial figures , they offer their own narrative 

expansions: 

... R. Yose b . R. Hanina said: It is as if a king was 
apportioning l argesse to his soldiers through his 
generals, commanders and officers, but when his 
son came , he gave him from his own hand . R. Isaac 
said: It is as if a king was eating sweetmeats, 
and when his son came he gave him from his own hand . 
The Rabbis said) It i~ as if a king was eating 
pieces of meat, and when his son came he gave him 
from his own hand . And there are those who say, he 
took it from his mouth and gave it to him, as it 
says , For the Lord gives wisdom, out qf His mouth 
comes knowledge and discernment (Prov. 2.6). 

Here the 'oral ' aspect of the verse ( ... KISSES OF YOUR 

MOUTH} is explored- f o r its intimate tropes. In a motif 

borrowed from the Tanakh, food s e rves to symbolize both 

j 
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. 
God ' s word and his favor . The R"abbis employ :h~s familiar 

figure with visceral effect. 

For the first interpretations , the intimacy. of the 

divine-Jewish relationship is made concrete through the 

willingness of the king to feed his son " from his own 

hand" . But tha~ is still not intimate enough for some . In a 

climatic interpretation, the king takes a morsel from his 

own mouth and offers it to his child. It is not clear 

whether , in using the expression )l!>O nYJn (removed it from 

his mouth) , the Rabbis a r e only shaping the narrative to 

the proof text that follows or whether they are also 

describing the practice of pre-mastication . In traditional 

cultures it is not uncommon for a parent to chew a piece of 

f ood in order to soften it be fore feeding it to a small 

child . A variation in this practice may underlie the 

wor ding o f Gen . 25 . 28 . If this is in fact the i nt ent of the 

i mage , then it is one of unparalleled intimacy . What could 

be mor e evoca t ive of God ' s c l oseness t o I srael than seeing 

God as the divine parent carefully f eeding his beloved 

c hild literal l y mouth- t o- mout h? Of course the t enor 

assi gned to t his i mage i s far l e ss sensuous . The morsel is 

revelation, and the •~ r a l ity ' here i s the oral nature of 

verbal communication . Yet t he intimacy i mplicit in ' ora l ' 

r evelat i on and its recept ion is del iberate . It is even 

alluded to i n the wor ding of Eleazar' s earlier exposit i on , 

in which Israel literally .~N,"consumes" the commandments . 

The tropes of favor and i ntimacy conveyed b y t hese 
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parent-child figures are so powerful that the Rabbis use 

them to address many issues throughout the collection . 

While Torah i s the primary privilege I s rael enjoys in its 

role as God ' s beloved child , it is not the only one . Shir 

Hashirim R. 3 . 9.l uses a ~ashal co describe the mishkan o: 

the wilderness as a manifestation of God ' s favor and as a 

symbol of his desi re for intimacy with Israel : 

\ 3 .9 . 1 KING SOLOMON MADE HIMSELF A PALANQUIN . R. 
Azar:ah in the name o: R. Judah b . Simon interpret ed 
the verse as applying to the mishkan .. . . R. Judah b . 
R. Il ' ai sa id : I t is as if a king had a young 
daughter , and before she grew up and reached maturit y 
he used to see her in the street and speak to her 
in public, in an alley or in a cour tyard , but after 
she grew up and reached maturity he said, ' It is 
not appropriate f o r my daughter that I should 
converse with her in public . Make her a pavilion , 
and when I desire to talk with her , I will do s o i n 
the pavi l ion .' Thus i t is written , When Israel wa s a 
child, then I loved him (Hos . 11 .1 ) ... At Sinai they 
saw Him face to face ... But after Israel had stood 
before Mount Sinai and received the Torah and said, 
All that the Lord hath spoken will we do, and obey 
(Ex . 14 . 7) , so they had become completely God ' s 
peopl e. The Holy One, blessed be He , said , ' It is 
not becoming for my peopl e that I should speak with 
them in the open. Let them therefore make for Me a 
mishkan, and whenever I desire to speak with them, I 
shall speak with them from th~ midst of the mishkan' 
; and thus it is written, then Moses wen t in before 
the Lord that He might speak with Him . .. (ib . 34.34 ) . 
KiNG SOLOMON MADE HIMSELF : [Solomon - no7tl - here 
refers to] the King who possesses peace (i .e. , God) . 

Once again, the Rabbinic concept of God ' s intimate 

relationship to Israel is concretized through a vivid 

narrative expansion that utilizes the figure of a parent 
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' and child . ln this case , God 1~ the King (o f co~rse ) , but 

Israel is portrayed as his daughter . This cho :ce is qui t e 

delibe~ate, ar.d is intended t o f oreground tr6pes o : 

modesty . 

Implic it a l so are tropes of sexual ity and the danger 

which accompa~ies sexua~ situatio~s i~ Rabbinic thought- . 

The theme of modesty also sublimates the threa t of 

uncontained sexuality . The association of sexua: metaphors 

with the worship of God is one which goes back to the 

Bible , though as we w! ll see , this ' sexual ' trope wi: l p:a~ 

a la rger role in other figu rat ive relationships . 

Tha t association serves to explain why God wo~ld :eel 

it necessary to c reate an enclosed space to commune with 

his child , whereas before he mani fested himself openly and 

publicly. From the simple exercise of ass igning tenors co 

the figures o f the verse being explicated (Solomon= God ; 

palanquin= mishkan/ beit hamikdash) , this narrative 

expansion goes on to serve double duty : i t expl ains God ' s 

rationale for why, after he has made himself publically 

manifest throughout the Exodus narrative , he commands the 

erecting of the mishkan to serve as the locus for his 

presence , while at t he same time it emphasizes the special , 

exclusive nature of Israel ' s relationship to God after the 

giving of the Torah . Yet as important as the parent- child 

figu res are to engage the emotions of the reader, even .more 

critical to this figur e is the historical context assigned 
. 

this mashal in its nimshal . The closeness expressed through 
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this figure is intended to seem 'unparalleled to the reader . 

In a two- pronged exegetical move , it simultaneously 

emphasizes the unique natu re of the relations nip , yet by 

setting it in the wilderpess , it reminds the reader that 

such intimacy is a th~~g of the past . This f ormulation of 

proximity in ~he past invokes nostalgic feelings of loss 

and longing for a re lationship which no longer seems as 

close as it once was . 

The same can be said fo r other king /child mashalim that 

LlSe the events of che biblical past as their setting . We 

observe that nosta lgia for the past is wedded to tropes of 

nurturing and parental care in 2 . 5 . 2 , 

SUSTAIN ME WITH RAISIN CAKES , REFRESH ME WITH 
APPLES, FOR I AM FAINT WITH LOVE . R. Simon b . 
Yohai taught : At the time Israel went out from 
Egypt what did they resemble? A king 's s on who 
got up from an illness, whereupon his tutor said 
to the king : ' Let your son now go to school. ' The 
king answered : 'My son has not yet recovered his 
color a nd is still pale from his illness . So let 
him recuperate for about three months and eat and 
drink, and then he can go to school. So when the 
Children of Israel went out from Egypt among them 
were many who were scarred from their work with mortar 
and bricks . The ministering angels said to God : 
' Now the hour has arrived, give them the Torah ' . 
The Holy Oner blessed be He , replied: 'My s ons 
have not yet recovered the health which they lost 
among the bricks and mortar . So let my sons rest 
for three months with the [miraculous] well [of 
Miriam] , with manna and quails , and afterward I 
will give them the Torah . And when will that be? 
In the third month' {Ex. 19.1 ) . 

The derivation of exegetical figures from the biblical 

verse a re fairly clear. The speaker is Israel, who is weak 

: 
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and pleads for sustenance . The :wo elements introduced inco 

the narrative expansion which are not logical implications 

of the verse itself are the setting of :srae: •s distress 

and the source of Is rael ' $ distress . The t ext dictates 

neither elemenc , so Simon b . Yohai ' s choices are revea li~g 

of his own theoiogical perspective . 

According to Simon b . Yohai , the setting for these words 

was the Exodus . So here again this moment of God ' s 

nurturar.ce is p l aced ifi an ideal past . Neve ~ befor e and 

never since has Israe l known such favor and care as it knew 

at that time . This sense of nostalgia : or the past is 

already evide nt in th~ latter prophets . For the Rabbis , 

this biblical trope becomes a major element of their 

ideology . 

Yet even more intriguing is the cau se of I srael ' s 

distress . The proximate cause of Israe l ' s enfeebled 

condition is clear - the hard labor of enslavement in 

Egypt . Because of this , the figures carry on and expand t he 

same tropes of parental caring we have seen earlier . This 

nurturing portrayal of God makes for marked contrast with 

rabbinic descriptions of divine caring which are not 

grounded i n any specific time or circumstance. Such 

uncontextualized narratives tend to be more conditional and 

less intimate. 

Yet even here there is already a foreshadowing of wha~ 

is to come . Because, while -Egypt was the proximate cause , 

what was the ultimate source of Israel ' s debilitation? Was 

. -l 
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it not God himself, who p:aced Israe! in Egyp: and left 

them there for fou r hundr ed years? That idea is ~er ainly 

presen: in an interpretation which precedes this section . 

There the phrase, 'lN nJm-<n,1n,) ' for I am love sick ', is 

read as ' for I am sic~ (because ) o: your love ' . Acco rding 

to this inter pre.tation , God afflicts his child to make the 

child draw closer . Goo !S t~e source of ~srael ' s :!lr.ess . 

That is certa inly not the way matte rs are formulated in our 

pas sage , but by editorial!y p!a~i~g such an interpretation 

befor e the one we a re examining , this int e r pretation 

"color s " ar.d even coerces ::he reader ' s understanding c: 

what follows . 

Here we s e e presented a version of an impor tant Rabbi nic 

concept , nJnN,vv~o,, ' chast i sement s of love ' . In t he 

previous chapter, we noted t hat the Rabbis use king- ser va nt 

me taphors to explain the suffering of Israel largely in 

t erms of punishment . That approach t o account ing f or 

Israel ' s predicament is summed up by the ref rai n which 

appears f requently in Eicha Rabbah, "because I srael sinned, 

they were exiled" (pet i khtot 9; 24) . But as we ha ve seen, 

t h is response t o catastrophe seems a t times too simplistic . 

The puni shment Israe l experiences s eems disproportionate t o 

its s upposed cri mes . This evident disparity demands a more 

complex understandi ng of suf fering , especially if the 

Rabbis intend t o r etain a notion of r e l ationship wi t h God . 

The parent - child metaphor - and t he emotional complexity it 

e ntails - allows for mor e subtle and multif aceted 

.J 
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' interpretations , especially by e~p:ori ng the dynamics o : 

' discipline ' . Its association with parental love allows the 

Rabbis more latitude in explaining ooth God ' s benavior and 

their own situation . 

The Rabbis clearly also have a nostalgic eye for the 

past . In this they are bu ilding on a strand of thinking 

already found in the Tanakh . This can be seen in Jeremiah 

2 . 2- 3; 5 , 

... I accounted to your favor the devotion of your 
youth , your love as a bride - how you followed me 
in the wilderness, in a land not sown . Isr ael was 
holy to the Lord , the first f ruits of his harvest . .. 
Thus said the Lord : What wrong did your fathers 
find ~n me that they abandoned me . .. ? 

The Rabbis use these images to emphasize how thing s have 

changed , to instruct their readers on how an intimate and 

nurturing relationship in the past has become distant and 

punitive in the present . 

But the f igures employed by the Rabbis also illustrate 

what is constant in the relationship between Israel and God 

at a ll times . We have already seen an example of this in 

t pe masha1 (8 .13.l ) of the king who imprisons his servants . 

The mechanism of ' constancy ' develops even in masha~im 

which are assigned to the identifiable past , such as 

2.14.1, the story of the king who set his servants against 

his da~ghter in order to make her call out for his help . 

Even though this mashal is assigned to the seminal 

, 
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. 
historical events of Israel ' s past , it nevertheless should 

be understood as a statement about an on -going divine 

strategy f or gaining human attention . The darsna n achieves 

this temporal displacement. by means of what Marc Bregman 

calls 

the " narrative present ". Through the use of the narrative 

present , the act ual present of t he reader is merged with 

the past event described in the midrash2. 

In 2 . 14 , t r opes of longing are conv~yed through the 

emotional image of a parent and child, but the rabbinic 

belief in divine longing for Israel transcends any 

part icular figurative homology . It is a theme which 

permeates Shir Hashirim Rabbah . The notion is also at work 

in the mashal of the king who imprisons his servants . In 

a ll these figures , God is the source of Israel ' s distress . 

There too, distress serves as incentive for Israel to turn 

towa rd God. 

But as often as the Rabbis of Shir. R. interpret their 

current situation as divine prodding, they do on occasion 

offer other interpretations of Israel ' s predicament . And 

when they do, they once again look to e l ements of the 

parent- child relationship to aid in their understanding. 

Suffering is also a manifestation of divine discipline for 

Israel ' s wrongdoing. ·But even here the t rope o f 

inattentiveness is also present , as well as a striking 

emotional r eversal : 

. , 
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8 . 12 . 1 MY V:NEYARD, WHICH :s M:NE, :s BEFORE ~E. 
R. Hiyya taught : [God is here -iikened) to a king 
who was angry with his son and handed him over to 
his servant . The latter thereupon began beating 
him with a s tick, saying , ' Don , : :.isten ~o ::,::our 
father .' The son said to him : ' Stupid fool ! The 
only reason why my father handed me over to yoJ 
was because I did not obey him, and you say to me , " 
Don , t listen co your father " ? ' So when as a 
result of Israel ' s transgressions the Temple was 
destroyed and Israel were exiled t o Babyl on , 
Nebuchadnezzar said to them, ' Do not listen to the 
law of your Father in heave n, but instead you 
should fall down and worship the image that I have 
made (Dan . 3 . 15} ' the chi l dren o f Israel said to 
him : ' Stupid fool! The only reason why God has 
delivered us int o your ha nd :s beca use we bowed 
down t o an image , as it says , She saw ... the images 
of the Chaldeans portrayed with vermilion (Ezek . 
23 . 14 ) , and you say to us , " Fall down and worship 
the image which I have made"! Woe to tha t man! ' 
Thereupon God said: MY VINEYARD, WHICH IS MINE, IS 
BEFORE ME . 

Exegetically this mashal functions to provide an 

occasion for God to utter the words of the Shir Ha shirim 

verse. For our purposes, though, it serves to demonstrate 

how Israel 's suffering is assigned meaning through a 

parent-child analogy . God justifiably punishes Israel for 

ignoring him . 

What is remarkable in this particular figu rat ive 

narrative is how the justification f or Israel ' s affliction 

is put in the mouth of the victim. This arrangement serves 

to radically mitigate the severe nature of the punishment 

described in the nimshal. After all , the horrendous 

suffering that followed on the fall of Jerusalem is being 

compared to a harsh (but hard_ly devastating) disciplinary 

action . In Eicha Rabbah, this ve-ry same nistorical Lragedy 
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is graphically explored in all ic.s•pathos and v:scer al 

horro r. By comparison , using the analogy of parental 

discipline pulls the reader in exactly the opposite 

direction . It distances the reade r from the true hor ror and 

places it in a figu r ative context that makes it seem a 

reasonable and almost a routine course of events like those 

found in any parental - child relationship . The emotiona: 

distance of this figure from its tenor is rema rkab l e 

precisely because :t reverses the more commor. ~unct:o~ o: 

figu r ative language , to r ender the abst ract mor e i mmediate . 

This nove l rhetorical effect makes this quite memorable . 

This is a n example of how a metaphor, r a ther than simply 

' vivifying ' the tenor , actually overshadows the entity it 

is t r ying to illustrate . Because it is so impor tant to t he 

Rabbis that the readers accept the on- going validity of the 

r e l a tionsh i p , they have, i n effect , sac rificed t he rea lit y. 

Pa rental d iscipline i s simply not a f el i c i tous analogy for 

t he s l aughter, famine a nd ensl avemen t associ a ted with t he 

event s of the Hurban. The met aphor det ermines t he emotional 

response t o t hose event s. I t does mo re than cont ext ualize 

them i n terms of a rela t ionship . It effectively strips them 

o f t he power t hey have ~hen confronted unmediated. This i s 

perhaps emotionally necessary for the relationship to 

endure, but it is man~festly an act of psychological 

denial. 

The following pericope suggests that there is a 

benevolent purpose behind God ' s affliction of Israel . 

; 
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Exegecically tr. is begins with the patriarch Jacob 3 . 6 . 3 

.. . OF .~L THE POWDERS OF THE MERCHANT : This means 
our father Jacob ... R. Berekiah said in tne name of 
R. Helbo : It is written , AJJd there wrestled a man 
wi th him (Gen . 32 . 2_5) . From these words we de not 
know who was in control of who , if the angel was in 
control of Jacoo o~ 1f the angel was in concroi of 
Jacob until is written , And he said : Let me go , for 
the day is breaking (ib . 27) . The angel said to 
J acob : ' Let me go , fo r my turn has come to chant 
praises [in the divine chorus] .' This shows that 
the angel was in the power of J a cob . In what form 
d:d he appear t o him? R. Ha~ai b . R. Han:na said : 
He appeared to him in the form of the guardian angel 
o f Esau , as it says , .. . For to see your face is 
like seeing the face of God (ib . 33 . 10) . ' Your f a ce,' 
he said , 'resembles your guardian [angel] .' 

Afte r offe ri ng an interpretation of why God attacks 

Jacob with an angel , Rabbi Helbo extends the same 

interpretation t o why God besets I srael with enemi es : 

(I t is comparable t o] a mashal of a king who had a 
tame lion and a savage dog ; he set on the lion and 
incited it attack his s on , saving, ' If the dog 
comes to attack my s on , my s on will say, I prevailed 
against the lion , cannot I prevai l against the dog? ' 
So when the other nations come to attack Israel , the 
Holy One, blessed be He , says to them [the attacking 
nation] : ' Your guardian angel could not resist thei r 
ancestor, and shall you prevail against t hem? ' 

Though the exegetica l context o f this mashal is the 

specific experience of Jacob, the nimshal makes clear that 

the tenors of these figures have been recontextuali zed to 

the Rabbinic present. This is common exegetical move in . 

Jewish literature, portraying an individual as a metonymy 
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for the communicy3 . 

Entering i nto t he reading, the tame lion is Esau ' s 

angel . The wild dog is Esau (a :igure withi~-a figure , fo~ 

' Esau ' is a well-known Rabbinic figu re for Rome , the 

oppressing power that besets Israel) . This li nkage o f Dog 

>Esau->Rorne l eads implicitly to the metonymous tenor, a 

conclusion made explicit in the nimshal . Then , 

intriguingly , J acob and his children are collapsed into the 

' single :igure of the King ' s so~ . 

The tropes of this figurative representation are tropes 

of ' training ' or ' preparation '. Framed in a parent-child 

rel ationsh ip, it suggests that the pas t trials of 

Jacob/lsrael (the ancestor ) were intended as parental 

instruction to help Israel (the descendants ) cope wi t h the 

present . The fat hers had to endure God ' s ' tough love ' so 

that Israel would be able to endure a cruel future . Still , 

Rabbi Helbo l eaves us with an open question : If past 

suffering is indicative of God educating Israel , what is 

present suffering? Is it ' simply ' punishment for 

convenantal violations , or is it, as suggested elsewhere, 

another effort by God to revitalize an intimate 

relationship? In the context of Shir . R. , that brings us 

back to mnN~)rnu1, the notion that God afflicts Israel out 

0f longing and out of a desire for Israel's devotion . 

While the parent-child figure can be employed to 

illustrate many theological points, the unique function of 

this figure is to reassure th~ reader·that the afflictions 
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God sends are both chastisemeQts o: love ana wi:hir. :he 

capacity of Israel to bear. God the father acts only in the 

best interests of his child and only in the i~terests of 

strengthening the re lationship. 

Not only does the image of the divine parent reassure 

the reader that Israel ' s distress is both purposefu l and 

bearable , it also permits the i nt r oduction of tropes o f 

indulgence , at l east for Israel ' s future . God the harsh 

\ pare~t of Israel ' s present wili eventually reve=t to the 

doting parent known in the past. The following figura tive 

expansi on illustrates this possibility, in addition to its 

other eY.egetical functions : 

(8 . 8 . 1) WE HAVE A LITTLE SISTER : this is Israel. 
R. Azariah said in the name of R. Judah b. R. Simon : 
In the time to come all the [celestial] princes 
of the nations of the world will come and accuse 
Israel before the Holy One, blessed be He, saying , 
Master of the Universe, these (nations) worshipped 
i dols and those (Israel) worshipped idols, these 
acted lewdly and those acted lewdly, these shed 
blood and those shed blood . Why do these go down to 
Gehinnom whi l e those do not?' The Holy One , blessed 
be He will say to them : ' WE HAVE A LITTLE SISTER : 
just as a child , whatever he does, is not reproved, 
because he is but a child, so too however much 
Israel may be defiled by their iniquities throughout 
the year, the Day of Atonement comes and atones for 
them, as it says , For on this day shall atonement 
be made for you ' (Lev. 16. 30) . 

This narrative is entirely a convention of the Rabbis. 

While the verse demands that the implied ' family ' be 

explained, the portrayal of an assembly 0£ national 

guard ian angels as pa rt of God' s 1 fftUIUly 1 is not a 

necessary consequence of the figur es cpntained in the 
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verses . 

The figures of this pericope are complex and there is 

considerable slippage between the vehicles a-nd :heir 

t enors . Implied, but never stated, in this figure is the 

notion of a divine ' fami:y '. The reader is already familiar 

with fi g·1res of ' parent ' and ' child ' in rabbinic discourse , 

but the usual context for s uch relationships , ~hat of a 

family network, is rarely address ed . This reluctance to 

utilize the metaphor of family may be partly due to the 

need in figurative discou r se to simplify and highlight the 

significant elements in the figures which foreground the 

desired tropes . In s uch d iscourse , the full r ange of 

as sociations which we would norma lly link to "parent " and 

"child " are scr eened from the r eader by the da rshan as 

ephemeral . 

Here however, the idea of family , while not 

foregrounded , is imput ed to the figure be caus e it is 

exeget i ca lly f or ced on the Rabbi s by the verse itse lf , not 

becuase it is a figure t he Darshan wi s he s to expl a in . The 

image o f a ' sist er ' compel s the reader to fur ther wide n his 

a ssociat i ons to ' parent - child ' metaphors. 

R. Judah makes a v i rtue of t his exeget ica l necess ity by 

cr eating out of the verse a f ascinating figurative 

narrative . The irnpJ ied family i s her e explained as a di vine 

one . Each nation of the world has a guardi an angel whicp 

must advocate for its r espective charge s a t the final 

j udgement . At first the proceedings strike the reader as 

. . 
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judicial , certainly a familiar crraiacterization of God and 

his angels . Yet when God invokes the Shir Hashirim verse in 

Israel ' s defense , we not only have God and :srael in a 

famili a l context , but must jnclude the angels themselves -

WE HAVE A ::TTLE SISTER, he Lells them . From this R. Judat 

constructs e~eges1s which reassures the reader that Israel 

wil l not suffer the same fate as other nations . Israel , the 

' baby ' of the ' family ' i s to be indulged. Though Israel may 

currently bear d ivine judgeme~t , that suffer ing is always 

kept i n bounds by the atoning capacity of Yorn Kippur . The 

' family of nations ' however, can only look forward to 

unbounded suffer ing in the time to come. 

The boundaries of this particular f amily are ambiguous . 

It seems that wh ile the national angels a re part o f the 

f amily, excepting Is rael , the nations themselves are not . 

As we wi ll see, the reluctance to use the f igure of a 

family seen here is characteristic of Rabbinic figurative 

discourse. The Rabbis do make occasional use of the 

'family ' metaphor in their theological instruction , but it 

i s not their preferred figure? 

As evidenced by the vari ed uses of these figures seen s o 

far , t he image of parent-- child relationships carry potent 

tropes of security, intimacy and discipline , which the 

Rabbis put to good use. in explaining to the ir readers the 

complex dynamics of the Divine-Israel relationship. 
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The Choice One : An- Excursus on c.'le Figure of Fami.;.y 

It has already been suggested at the end of our last 

discussion that the ~abbi~ prefer to use :he re~atively 

simple figures of ' parent' and ' child '. Even though the 

larger :ami~y unit can be a powerful iiterary vehicle , 

there are only a few figurative images of ' extended family ' 

to be found in Rabbinic theological discourse. Why? For two 

reasons . The first is exegetical . The simpler dyadic 

parent- child figure is better suited to address those 

themes the Rabbis wish to foreground - themes of intimacy , 

uniqueness and the specia l nature of the relationship 

between God and Israel . The more complex dynamics inherent 

in a multi-member family render such a figure more 

difficult to use for the darshan . Such ' family ' figures 

seem to arise only when there are more than two figures in 

a verse that need to be accommodated. That was clearly the 

case in R. Judah ' s exegesis from earlier in this chapter . 

Because of its many possible tropes, the image may be 

difficult for the darshan to ' control ', to call attention 

to only those tropes and associations the darshan wishes to 

highlight . By the same token , such a complex figure may be 

subject to greater misinterpretation by tne reader, and 

after all , the usual function of figurative language is to 

concretize and clarify, not to render an i dea more 

ambiguous . The following per~cope may help demonstrate this 
. 

problem. Here the preference of the darshan seems to be to 
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highlight the Lniqueness o : :s:-'ael ' s relationsh:p ro God . 

But because the figures contained in these verses already 

suggest a ' familial ' theme , the metaphor is forced ~o t~e 

fore : 

\ 6 . 9 . 5 ) Another interpretation : MY DOVE , MY 
UNDE~ILEq, :s UNIQUE. 7his is the Community o : ~s=ae:, 
as it is written, And who is like your people 
Israel , a unique natio~ in the earth ( II Sam. 7 . 23 ) . 
SHE IS THE ONLY ONE OF HER MOTHER : as it is written , 
Attend co Me, O my peopl e , and give ear unto Me, 
O my nation ( Isa. 51 . 4 ) , where the word le ' umi (my 
nation ) is spelled le ' imi (to my mother ) . SHE IS THE 
CHOICE ONE (BARAH ) OF HER THAT BORE HER: R. Jacob b. 
Abuna i~terpreted [ tr.e wo=d bara ] before R. Isaac : 
Beside her (ba r minah) there is no child co her that 
bore her . THE DAUGHTERS SAW HER, AND CALLED HER 
HAPPY:as it is written , And all nations shall call 
yo~ happy (Mal . 3 . 12 

This is a multilayered exegesis. I t begins with a " lover

beloved " t=ope in the Shir Hashirim verse itself . The .:act 

that the darshan turns this into a ' parent-child ' analogy 

underg i rds this rather complex collection of exegetical 

moves . That analogy is determined both by the l anguage of 

the verses , particularly ... THE ONLY ONE OF HER MOTHER . .. , 

and by the first intertext int roduced, II Samuel 7 . 23 , a 

verse we have already identified as part of the 

paradigmatic statement on God and Israel as metaphoric 

father and son . But the next verse from Shir takes us in a 

surprising direction . The idea of unparalleled exclusivity 

found in the II Samuel verse is reinforced, but the verse 

changes the figure of God from a father to a mother! Yet 

; 
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the next phrase , .. . THE CHOIC£
0

0NE OF HER WHO ao~E HER .. . , 

threatens to undermine that exclusivity ( ' choice ' suggests 

' favored ' while admit~ing there are ' others ', [hough :ess 

favored) . This exegeticplly forces the darshan to deal with 

the possibility that there are others who could claim to be 

1 daughte1s ' 0f God . Raboi Jacob struggles mightily against 

adrriittir.g this exegetical 9ossibility , but the next phrase , 

... THE DAUGHTERS SAW HER ... , compels him co admit the 

natio~s :nto this mishpachah , although he explores :he 

issue no fu rther . 

Again , as in R. Judah ' s exegesis from the previous 

section , we see a reluctance to treat the nations as part 

o f a familial figure . The reason the family metaphor was 

not fully developed in either R. Judah ' s exegesis or in the 

example above seems co be a reluctance to credit all 

nations with having positive, familial - type relationships 

with Deity . The Rabbis of Shir. R. clea r ly associate tropes 

of favor and love with the image of family, and they are 

loath to grant that God may have such feelings toward the 

nations . 

This is confirmed by the example of a figu rative 

expans ion where the image of a fami ly is explicitly 

introduced with all its positive associations. Here , 

however, the ' family ' is (exclusively) the House of Jacob: 

(7 . 2.2)R. Hananiah ben R. Ibi said: It is written 
here, HOW BEAUTIFUL ARE YOUR FOO~STEPS, not 

. . 
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' in the sandal• (s ingi.:lar ) , but IN SA."JDA.:.S (0'7YJJ). 

There are t wo conclusions (o,~vl): the conclusion of 
Pesach and the conclusion o! Sukkot . The Hc:y o~e , 
blessed be He , sa id to Israel : ' You conclude before 
Me at Su kkot , and I conclude before you-~t Pesa ch . 
You conclude your wo rk before Me at Sukkot and I 
open the heavens and cause winds to blow and bring 
clouds , make rain fall and make the sun to shine , 
make plants grow and ripen produce, and arrange a 
table before each one according to h is needs and 
eacL body according to its wa nts . I close !the 
Heavens] before you at Pesach and you go out and 
reap and thresh and winnow and do al : that is 
required in the field and find it rich in blessing. ' 
R. Joshua b . Levi said : By r ights , the Eighth Day o f 
the festival should have followed Sukkot after a 
period of fifty days, as Shavuot follows Pesach . But 
since at the Eighth Day of the festival summer tu~ns 
to autumn , the time i s not suitable for travelling . 
[God was li ke ] a king who had severa l married 
daughters , some living near by, while others were a 
long way away . One day they all came to visit their 
f~ther the king . Said the king : • Those who are living 
near by are able to travel at any time . But those 
who live at a distance are not able to travel at 
any time . So whi l e they are all here with me , let us 
make one feast for all of them and rejoice wi th them .' 
So with regard to Pentecost which comes when winter 
is passing into summer, God says , 'The season is fit 
f or trave lling .' But the Eighth day of Assembly comes 
when summer is passing into autumn , and the roads 
are dry and hard for walking ; consequently it is noc 
separated by a period of fifty days. Said the 
Holy One , blessed be He : ' These a~e not days for 
travelling; so while they are here , let us make of 
all of them one festival and rejoice. ' Therefore 
Moses instructs Israe l , saying to them, On the 
eighth day you shall have a solemn assembly (Num . 
24 . 35). Thus we may say, HOW BEAUTIFUL ARE YOUR 
FOOTSTEPS IN SANDALS/CONCLUSIONS . 

This exquisite example of rabbinic exegesis offers 

s weetly idyllic i mages of family. R. Hananiah uses the 

wording of Shir. 7.2 to explore a small calendric 

curiosity, the difference in the ways the "pilgrimage 
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' 
festivals " of Pesach and Sukkot tonclude . According to the 

Rabbinic interpretation , Shavuot, which occurs a distant 

fifty days later , serves as the conclusion of Pesach . By 

comparison , the conclusion of Sukkot occurs on the eighth 

day, now ca~led Shemini Atzeret. As discussed i~ the 

Talmud, this issue is given a utilitarian explanation which 

revolves around the difficulties of travel to Jerusalem to 

and from the Diaspora communities during the fall rainy 

seasons. R. Hananiah takes up these halakhic discussions 

and imbues them with a touching affective quality : God , the 

loving father, wishes to make it possible for all Israel , 

his children , to attend the festivals . 

Through R. Hananiah ' s metaphor , the sacred calendar 

reflects the rhythms of family life. God and Israel seem 

the archetypal ' happy family '. The result is quite 

engaging . Notice too that here there is no hesitation to 

explore familial figures, because here the exegete has 

complete control over who constitutes the divine ' family ' . 

Which brings us back to the question of why 'family ' is 

not a more popular image in . rabbinic figurative discourse. 

As demonstrated by the last two pericopes, figures of 

family can simultaneously be the vehicles for themes of 

rivalry and security. Presumably, this ' malleability' 

should make the familial metaphor more attractive to the 

Rabbis , not less. 

Perhaps a reason for the. relative dearth of these images 
. 

is the lack of interpretative precedents . Unlike the 
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father- son image found in Deuteronomy and e l sewhere , the 

biblical writers rarely used the whole constellation o f the 

family as a theologica l metapho r . Without the bioli ca : 

precedent as a starting poin.t , the Rabbis do not embrace 

the extended family as a figure on par with biblically 

inspired dyad~c i~ages : ' king and subject ' , ' father and 

son ' or even ' husband and wife '. 

Since the figure of an extended family has neither 

biblical preceden~ nor greac:y serves the purposes of the 

Rabbis , it makes sense that there are comparatively few 

characterizations in Shir Hashirim Rabbah of God and Israel 

as members of a larger family unit . 

. . 
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Notes to Chapter 5 

1) David Biale , Eros and the Jews , pp. 50- 52 ; 57-59 . 

2) Marc Bregman, " Past and Present in Midrashic 
LiteraLure" , Hebrew Annual Review, 2 (1978) , pp. 
45- 49 . 

3 ) Such metonymy is evident in the Bible (Ps . 69 and 
the ' servant cycle ' of II Isaiah) . It is even 
structured into this narrative by the name of the 
individual protagonist , Jacob/Israel , who bears 
the name of the entire nation . 
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Chapt(?r 6 

Lover and Beloved : A Narra t ive of Estrangement 

and Reconciliation 

As we s aw in the previous chapter , using the metaphors 

of God as l king ' and God as ' father ' gives the Rabbis great 

f~eedom in expressing complex and multi-faceted 

inter pretations of the Divine- Jewish relationship . Israel 

t he servant knows God the king as a figu r e of power , 

authority and order . Israel the son knows their divine 

father as a figu r e o f secu r ity , i ntimacy a nd discipline. 

The importance of the ' father- son ' image is the powerful 

affective dimension it intr oduces into the relationship . 

God t he king control s , but God the f a the r cares . God the 

king p rotects , but God the father nurtur es . 

The re i s another eve n mor e important me t aphoric 

re l ationship to be found i n Shir Hashiri m Rabbah . I t is t he 

image of God and I s r ael as man and woman . Th i s i s usua lly 

specifi ed as e ither groom and bride or husband and wife, 

depending on the exegetica l occasion . 

Like the other i mages, t his one also has i t s root s in 

t he language and r hetoric o f the Bibl e. I srael as God ' s 

betrothed is an image that appears in the Bible -as early as 

Hosea (8t h century BCE) and as late as III Isaiah (5th 

century BCE)2 . In other words , it is a . metaphor ' with 

legs •·. And like the I father - son' analogy, this figurative 

relationship .is 0 latent with ··affective associations . 
' 
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However, this image is speai~l and i t dominates the 

Jewish understanding of Shir Hashirim Rabbah . In the 

mashal im included in Sh1r . R., this ' marital ' .• analogy makes 

up the plurality of ima~es . The Rabbis who composed Shir . 

R. al$O reveal a certain self- consciousness about the 

defining ~lac~ of this metaphor . 

This can be partly explained by the : arge amount of 

sexual/marital imagery found in the biblical Shir Hashirim . 

There are not many references t o kings in Shir. and 

virtually no refere~ces to servants . Likewise there is only 

a minuscule amount of parent - child imagery . However, the 

text abounds with language nuptial , sexual and marital . It 

is this convergence between the metaphoric language of Shir 

Hashirim and the use of marital imagery found elsewhere in 

the Bible which makes this the dominant motif for Rabbinic 

discourse in this document . The Rabbis are themselves aware 

of how biblical imagery both i n and outside Shir Hashirim 

for egrounds this analogy, 

4.1 0 . 1 HOW FAIR IS THY LOVE , MY SISTER, MY BRIDE . 
R. Berekiah and R. ijelbo in the name of R. Samuel 
b. Nahman said: I n ten places in Scripture Israel 
are called ' bride,' six here (in the Song of 
Songs] , and four in the prophets. The six here 
are, Come with . Me from Lebanon, my bride (4 . 8) ; 
you have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride 
(ib . 9); HOW FAIR IS YOUR LOVE, MY SISTER, MY . 
BRTDE ib. 10} ; Your lips, O my bride, drop honey 
(ib'. 11) ; A garden shut up is my sister, my bride 
(ib '. 12) ; I have come into my garden, my sister/ 
m.y b,ride . (V ,_ 1) . This makes· six . The fou r in the · 
prophets are : The voLce of mirth and the voice of 
gl·a_dness, the voice, of, the brigegroom and the voice 
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of the bride ( Jer . 7 . 34 ) ; And as a bride ador:1s 
herself with jewels (Isa: ·61.10) ; And gird yourself 
with them, like a bride ( ib . 59 . 18 ) ; And as the 
bridegroom rejoices over the bride (ib . 57 . 5) . 

The pericope then presents God as a groom . Bu~ in 

curious twist , this analogy is l eft implicit , 

... Correspondingly , the Holy One, b l essed be he , 
put on ten robes . .. The purpose of these robings 
is to punish the nations of the world for preven~ing 
Israel from carrying out the ten commandments which 
they bound close ly r ound them like the ornaments of 
a bride . 

Jacob Neusner in his translation parenthetically 

identifies these as "nuptial " robes . Later he correctl y 

notes that the exegetic treatment of the base verse 

" ... takes for granted that the lover , God, speaks of the 

beloved" l . Thus the ' robes' serve as a metonymy for 

' groom ' . It is evident from the symmetry of this passage 

that the Rabbis make the equation of Israel/bride and 

God/groom . Their hesitation , however, to explicitly call 

God "groom" it is worth noting and is a subject to we wi ll 

return later . 

Previously I suggested how a parent- child relationship 

co:mrgunicated an intimacy of conne ction that Rabbis want us 

to regard as homologous to the intensity o f God ' s bond to 

Israel . The Rabbis ass0ciate that same intimacy with the 

marital bond. This reflects what has been said before about 

how the Rabbis deploy multiple and varied figures to 
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express a limited repertoir&'of tenors . However , two 

elements distinguish the intimacy of a marital relationship 

from a parental one . These e lements make i~ more thaP. just 

a different means of ~aying the same thing . The first 

e l ement is that the Rabbis recognize the marital 

relatiunshi,p as a uniquely intense one . The second is that , 

despite its intensity , a marriage in Rabbinic culture is 

subject to dissolution . These two factors make nuptial and 

marital imagery valuable vehicles for conveying Rabbinic 

theology . 

In Shir Hashirim Rabbah the reader is explicitly 

informed about the special intensity of the marital bond . 

The Rabbis do this propositionally, a rarity in Ratibinic 

discourse , in Shir . R. 7 . 10 . 1, 

I AM MY BELOVED' S, AND HIS DESIRE IS TOWARD ME . 
There are three strong desires . The year ning of 
Israel is only toward their father in heaven , 
as i t s ays , I AM MY BELOVED ' S, AND HIS DESIRE 
IS TOWARD ME. The longing o f a woman i s only for 
her hus band , as it says , And your desire shall 
be t o t hy husband (Gen . 3 . 16) .' The longing of t he 
evil i nclination is for Cain . .. 

It i s tempt ing to conclude t hat t h i s claim for t he 

spec ial intensity of the marita l bond is solely the product 

of le.xic9graphical exegesis , t hat it is onl y t he appearance 

of the word np,~n i n _relat ionship to_ marriage that dr i ves 

the Rabbis t o make this statement . Therefore it · is 

i mportant t o remember t hat rabbinic cult ure a ccept ed t he 

statement-s_ of the B_ib_le as a• priori f~ctual and val id 
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staterne~ts about reality . And _just to confirm that the 

rabbis recognize the special nature of the marital bond , 

one should refer to the maaseh avot found in _$hir . R. 

1 . 4. 2, about a particular married couple where the bonds o f 

marital love prove powerful enough to compel God to action . 

Moreover, in both the exegetical and narrative passages 

these statements of marital love are explicitly treated as 

analogous to the love of Israel for God . 

Aside from the acknowledged deep bond and emotional 

intensity of marriage , the Rabbis also find marital 

relationships theologica lly useful because of their 

narrat ivity . All marriages go through stages : courtship, 

wedding , and even divorce and reconciliation . Building on 

the same i nsight of t he prophetic authors , the Rabbis find 

this narrativity of relationship the ideal metaphor for the 

meta- historical past , present and future of God and Israe l . 

Just as any marriage has its high and low points , its 

periods of bliss and periods of estrangement , so too God 

and Israel are a couple with a long history (but hopefuily, 

a future) . 

In ·fact the treatment of I srael ' s history with God as a 

kind of marital narrative ts a leitmotif of the rabbinic 

reading of Shir Hashirim Rabbah. The Rabbis explain the 

·events of the Exodus as a courtship, Sinai a wedding and 

.the_ condition of exile as a period of estrangement which, 

under certain conditions, will resolve -in a reconciliation 

that restores the connubial bliss of.the past. Wnat follows , . 
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is a mapping of that narrativ&. ' 

I. 

Shir Hashirim Rabbah envisions the events of the Exodus 

and the Wilderness as a kind of courtship . God woos Israel , 

and is wo,1 ov~r by her charms and attributes. This anal ogy 

is explored in loving detail in 4.9 . 1 , 

YOU HAVE RJI.VISHED MY HEART , MY SISTER, MY BRIDE, 
YOU HAVE RAVISHED MY HEART. Said the Holy One , 
blessed be He : ' You had one heart in Egypt , and 
you gave Me two hearts .' YOU HAVE RAVISHED MY HEART 
WITH ONE OF YOUR EYES ; with the blood of the Pesach 
and the blood of the circumcision . WITH ONE BEAD OF 
YOUR NECKLACE: this refers to Moses , the most honored 
and the mightiest in your tribes . Another explanation : 
YOU HAVE RAVISHED MY HEART, MY SISTER, MY BRIDE : 
Said the Holy One , blessed be He : ' Ye had one heart 
by the Red Sea and ye gave Me two hearts. ' YOU HAVE 
RAVISHED MY HEART WITH ONE OF YOUR EYES: when you 
stood before Me at Mount Sinai and said, All that 
the Lord has said will we do, and obey (Ex . 24 . 7) . 
WITH ONE BEAD OF YOU NECKLACE: this is Moses, the 
most distinguished and the mightiest in thy tribes. 
Another explanation : YOU HAV,E RAVISHED MY HEART, MY 
SISTER, MY BRIDE. Said the Holy One, blessed be He : 
'You had one heart in the wilderness and you gave 

Me t wo hearts. ' YOU HAVE RAVISHED' MY HEART WITH ONE 
OF YOUR EYES: at the setting up -Of the Tabernacle, 
as it says, And on the day that the tabernacle wa~ 
erected. (Num. 9 .15)° . Wl TH ONE BEAD OF YOUR NECKLACE : 
this is Moses , the most exalted among the tribes. 
Some explain thus : The women of the generation of 
the wilderness ·were virtuous, and when that deed of 
shame was about to be executed, they 'though·t the 
matter over and would not give any of their earrings 
for the making of t~e calf. Also when they were told 
that they were forbidden to their husbands, they 
immediately separated themselves . 1\nother 
interpretation : YOU HAVE RAVISHED MY HEART, 0 MY -
SISTER, MY BRIDE: Said the Holy One, blessed be He : 
' You 'had pne ·heart when the· spies were sent , ahd 
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you gave Me two hearts ,' namely Caleb and Joshua , 
as it says , except for Caleb the sori1 of Jephunneh 
the Kenizzite , and J oshua the son of Nun (Num . 
32 . 12) . WITH ONE BEAD OF YOUR NECKLACE . This is 
Moses , the most distinguished and the mightiest 
among your tribes . Another interpretation : YOU HAVE 
RAVISHED MY HEART , 0 MY SISTER, MY BRIDE Said the 
Holy One, blessed be He : ' You had one heart in 
Shittirn and you gave Me two hearts . YOU HAVE RAVISHED 
MY HEART WITH ONE OF YOUR EYES : this alludes to 
Phinehas , as it says , 
made judgment and that 

_righteousness WITH ONE 
namely , Moses . 

Then Phinehas stood up, and 
was counted to him for 
BEAD OF YOUR NECKLACE : 

This pericope translates the redundant lover"s 

confession in Shir . 4 . 9 . into a narrative of God ' s growing 

infatuation with Israel . This exegetical alchemy is all the 

most amazing since the narrative is not advanced through 

the usual device of a word-by-word parsing , but through a 

series of (normally static} , nNLl1 statements . 

But for all its r hetorical ingenuity, the metaphor it 

employs is simplicity itself . Israel is a woman . Just as a 

woman adorns herself with jewelr y , Israel adorns herself 

with righteous deeds . These adornments make her ,,attractive 

to her suitor . God wa s drawn to Israe l in the beginning of 

the relationship because she was obedient to his wo rd and 

performed worthy deeds . Left uns tated here, but underlying 

this and most Rabbinic t reatments of the past , is the 

implication that if Israel were to simil arly adorn herself 

today, God would once again be enamored of her . 

Th~ infatuation i's reciprocal . lJl the thr·oe s of hero 

worship Israel is captivated pY God ' ~ mighty deeds; 
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(5 . 2 . 2) MY LOVE ... because they fell in l ove 
with Me beside the Red Sea and said, This is 
my God and I will glorify him (Ex . 15 . 2 ) . 

I I. 

' Perhaps it woi...ld be more useful , in modern terms, 

to say that the Rabbis (as did Jeremiah before them) are 

~ describing the Exodus as the courtship and the wandering in 

the wilderness as the honeymoon , for the Rabbis seem to 

regard Sinai as the locus of the nuptials . It is the place 

of greatest intimacy, where the relationship is 

consummated . This idea is implied with lusty vividness in 

Shir R. 4 . 8 . 1, 

COME WITH ME FROM LEBANON, MY BRIDE, WI TH ME FROM 
LEBANON . The Holy One , blessed be He, said : • Come 
with Me from Lebanon. ' We have learned elsewhere : 
' A virgin is allowed twelve months from the time 
the bridegroom claims her to prepare herself for 
the wedding .' I , however , did not observe this rule , 
but while you were still busy with ~he bricks and 
mortar I hastened to redeem you . The sensual 
Ahasuerus said, Six months with oil of myrrh ... 
(Est . 2.12) . .. I , how~ver , did not wait so long . . . 

The exact exegetical s tructure of this passage is 

puzzling . Perhaps , as M. Simon proposes in his translation 

notes, the Rabbis intend their audience to read )UX7 as a 

p~n, intended to be read as O'lJ~ . Thus the verse should be 

understood as saying "C9me .with me from (your) bricks, my 
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bride.,3 . Be that as it may , the_jmplication is that God , 

seized with ardor for Israel and eager to consummate the 

relationship , rushed her from Egypt to ... where? The 

passage does not say . But it is made clear elsewhere . 

1 . 2 . 3 ~LET ME KISS HIM WITH THE KISSES OF MY 
MOUTH) .. . R. Joha nan interpreted the ver se a s .. applying to Israel when they went up to Mount 
Sinai . It was as if a king wanted to marry a 
wife of good and noble family , so he sent an 
envoy to speak with her . She said: ' I am not 
wor thy to be his handmaid , but all the same I 
desire to hear from his own mouth .' When the 
envoy returned to the king , he was full of smiles , 
but he would give no clear report to the king . 
The king , who wa s very discer ning, said: ' This 
man is ful l of smiles , which shows that she 
consented, and he does not give any clear r eport , 
which would seem to show that she said that she 
wants to hear f r om my own mouth.' So Israel is 
the woman of good family , Moses i s the envoy, and 
the king is the Holy One , blessed be He . On that 
occas ion , And Mos es reported the words of the 
p eople to the Lor d (Ex . 19 . 8} ... 

Once again verse 1 . 2, with its trope of intimacy, serves 

as the occasion f or a mashal in which God and Israel are 

b rought toget her . We have seen t his before in pericope 

1 . 2 . 5 , where the ' or al ' image of verse 1 . 2 insp i red a 

nurt uring figure . Here t he. f i gure of a man and a woman 

cour t ing ~ ediqtely foregrounds the sexua l trop~ inhe rent 

in .the verse. The impl'ication of t he f igures chosen i s t hat 

Si nai is tbe moment o f ' physical contact '. But the Rabbis 

retreat from this a~sociation rapidly, and THE KI SSES OF MY 

MOOTH are neutered and transfonned into a divi ne. speech act 
• j 

which Isra~l insists on h~aring ~ithout the intermediacy of 
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Moses. Still, despite the C2:f redirection of the Rabbinic 

figures , the sexual sub- text remains in the mind of th~ 

reader . Sinai is understood to be the moment of greatest 

intimacy between God and Israel on many levels: 

communicative , caring and ' physical' . Earlier we read in 

5 . 2 . 2 ~ow Israel became enthralled with God at the Red Sea. 

Returning to a later portion of that same pericope, we 

learn that love found its full expression at the great 

theophany : 

.. • MY PERFECT ONE, [meaning] my ' whole hearted ' 
one who became devoted to me at Sinai and said, 
All that the Lord has said we wil l do and we will 
obey (Ex . 24 . 7) . 

Read in the context of ' marital ' figures, Israel ' s 

convenantal commitment is reinvisioned as a kind of wedding 

day. Time and again the Rabbis use the image_ of lovers to 

reinforce the uniqueness of the moment at Sinai and to fill 

their readers with a nostalgic lon~ing to recapture _that 
' 

past intimacy. The Rabbis try to create in their rea~ers a 

longing to recapture the pristine relationship Israel only 

knew with God at Sinai. 

II1. 

T0day it is conventional to think 0£ marriage as a 

, relati_onship centered arounc;i the mutual affection of the 

· partners . ijis_t0r.ically, _ho"{ever,_ the family has b~en a much 

.v 
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more complex entity . The Rabbis ~new a marriage as an 

institution with economic , legal and pol itical functions . 

These different social roles for marriage in Rabbinic 

culture made it a particularly apt metaphor for the all

encompassing nature of the Sinaitic covenant . For example, 

when Shir 1-!ashi,rim speaks in aesthetic terms , such as 

describing the physical beauty o f the Beloved , the Rabbis 

sometimes assign to these images ethical referents . So also 

in 4 . 9 . 1 we saw how the ' beads ' of the necklace worn by 

the bride become historic individuals , such as Moses. But 

the metaphor runs even deeper than that . In near- eastern 

cultures, the jewelry worn by the bride on her wedding day 

is more than just an aesthetic enhancement . It is often 

part of the dowry , the real financial contribution a bride 

brings to the economy o f the family being created . Such 

jewelry is an investment that provides a cushion against 

future hard times . Knowing this suggests a deeper analogy 

at work in the interpretative process of Shir Hashirim 

Rabbah . Moses is not just the most beau'tiful ' bead ' on the 

necklace of Israel ' s leadership, he is a bridal 'treasure ' 

for present Israel to draw upon. What this analogy suggests 

is the Rabbinic ideology of m:iNm::>l , the ' merit of the 

fathers ' . At the risk of being a tad too casual in 
explaining the analogy, Moses should be t hought of as a 

spir~tual trust account which future gener.ations of Jews 

can draw against w~en they face a shortfall o f worthy deeds 

and ri~hteous leaders in their own generation. 
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The Rabbi ' s figurative treatment o f the b~ide's 

' ornaments ' is interpretively quite sophisticated. There is 

a s ubtle analogy between the economy of a marriage and the 

metaphysical economy q f the divine-J ewish ' marriage ' at 

Sinai . The metaphor is s ubtle , but not invisible . This 

analogy was, more appa rent to a generation of Jews familia r 

with the ecor.omic and s ocia~ conventions of traditional 

societies . 

Similarly imaginative and religiously instructive 

interpre~atio~s are offered using another nuptia l image , 

the exchange of presents between the couple at the time of 

betrothal , 

(4 . 12 . 3 )Another interpretation: YOUR LIMBS ("fT'~\!J) 
ARE A PARK OF POMEGRANATES . It compares it to a 
park of pomegranates , as one ordinarily says , 
'Wha t did So-and-So send (shalah) to his betrothed? 
Pomegranates. ' R. Hanina and R. Simon disputed. One 
said: She [the Community of Israel] presented to 
Him (God] thirteen things , and He presented to her 
thirtee n . She presented to Hirn thirteen, as reported 
in the book of Exodus : And this is the offering ... 
gold, and silver, and brass ; ~nd blue , and purple, 
and scarlet , and fine linen , and goats, hair; and 
rams' skins dyed red, and sealskins , and acacia wood, 
onyx stones, and stones to be set(Ex . 25.3- 7) . Re 
presented to her thirteen , as explained in Ezekiel 
(16 . 10- 12 ) : 1 clothed you with richly ~oven work 
. . . And shod you with sealskin : in return for the 
sealskins [ o·f the tabernacle) . And I wrapped fine 
linen upon your head: in ret~rn for the •fine linen 
and goatskins . And covered you with silk(,\!.ID). R. 
Aibu said: . This means , He made t hem to be something 
(vno) in the world. R. Judah b . R. Simon says-
It means , He ringed them with the clouds of glor.y, 
as it says , The pillar of cloud ... did no~ depaxt 
( v,r.,, ) (Ex . 22 . 22) ~ I also arr~yed you with ornaments; 
this ref~rs to thei~ weapons: · ··And I put bracelets 

... 



144 

upon your hands : this refers to the two tablets of 
I 

the covenant on which were engraved the Ten 
Command.ments ... And a chain on your neck : this 
refers to words of Torah . . . And I put a ring : this 
refers to the holy crown (of 0avidic r oyalty ) . And 
jewels in your ears : this refers to the plate (of ·· 
the High Priest ) .. . and a beautiful crown upon your 
head: this is the Shechinah .. :Which are the 
remaining three? Thus you were decked with gold and 
silver . . . and your re~own went f orth among the 
nations (Ezek. 16 . ,13, 14 ) . 

A clever word play initiates t his particu l ar homi l y, 

effe~tively subverting the actual meaning of the verse, 

which is overtly sexua l . Yet while the Rabbinic 

reinterpretation is certainly a ' strong ' reading , as Harold 

Bloom would put i t , it is not high- handed. The Rabbis keep 

their reading within the orbit of connubial relationships, 

if only in the most modest and circumspect sense . 

Having moved the meaning of the verse from the sexual to 

the material domain of marriage , the Rabbis use the image 

of gift exchange to expound the benefits granted to Israel 

for being God ' s partner. Of course , Israel brings its gifts 

- precious and semi- precious materials for the construction 

of the mishkan lwhich, not so i~c~denrally , is treat~d 

no :ess .::.a~er~a: . Not surp=~s:..ng:y, one of C--od's wedd~og 

' 
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gold and silver . He provide.a.1providence as symbolized by 

the protective cloud and wondrous weapons . And he grants 

fame , political and religious power to Israel through the 

offices of the Dividi~ kingdom and the priesthood . So 

through this nuptial ana logy the Rabbis assure their 

reader~ thqt Israel ' s relationship to God is one which 

promises to fulfill all Israel ' s spiritual , psychological 

and material needs . In other words , it is a marriage made , 

as it were , in heaven . 

But of course , all of these marvelous benefits are 

p l aced in the ideal past . The Exodus and Sinai were the 

high water marks of the relationship . The relationship 

familiar t o the Rabbis and their readers in their own time 

is whole diffe rent . Now Israel lacks both power a nd 

prosperity and God seems a neglectful , if not cruel spouse . 

What went wrong in this mos t perfect of partnerships , and 

why has God seemingly turned from ardorous to abusive 

r egarding the obj ect of affection? 
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IV• 

The Rabbis clearly regard themselves and ~11 Israel as 

far removed from the halcyon days of Sinai and the 

wilderness. The relationship between God and Israel has 

deteriorcted , almost to the point where it seems severed . 
~ 

Gone is the sense of God ' s infatuation wi th his people , 

gone are the symbols of God ' s patriarchal protection whict 

were the betrothal gifts . Political autonomy is gone , as is 

the cult . Both prosperity and providence are apparently a 

thing of the past . Surely this means that God ' s presence 

and God ' s relationship with Israel are at an end. But the 

Rabbis insist not . Instead, the Rabbis muster all this 

evidence on behalf of just the opposite conclusion . All 

Israel ' s suffering reflects God ' s determination to regain 

Israel ' s attention and affection. 

( 1. 4 . 3) DRAW ME ( )) :)\!.ID ) , WE WILL RUN AFTER YOU 
Because you incited against me my evil neighbors 
( 'l ::>\!.I ) . R. Abun said: It was as if. a king was 
angry with his queen and incited evil neighbors 
against her, until she began to· cry out, "My 
lord king , save me" .. So of Israel it is said, 
The Sidonians also and the Amalekites and the 
Maonites oppressed you, and you cried to Me and 
I delivered you from their hand (Judges 10 . 12) . 
Another interpretation: DRAW ME, WE WILL RUN AFTER 
YOU : Bring me into danger ('ll)::>t,n ) and we will tun 
after Thee. Another explanation: Make me poor 
( '>ll)::)tn:>n ) and. we wtll run after You. This idea is 
the same as in the saying of R. Aha : When the Jew 
is reduced to eating carobs, he becomes repentant . . . 



147 

The idea undergird ing this series of interpretations 

should be familiar by now . It is in fact one .of the major 

messages of Shir Hashirim Rabbah. This same idea has been 

the subj ect of repeated figuarative treatment (2 . 14 . 2) . God 

places I~rae\ in distress so as to drive ~is people to turn 

to him. 

The string of interpretations are al l based on wordplays 

with ~J~n. Though there are three distinct interpretations 

which make up this pericope , they are a unit unified by the 

exegetical strategy. In some ways this is a counterpoint t o 

the passage which listed God ' s betrothal gifts (4 .12.2) . 

The mashal which opens this passage determines the 

understanding of what follows . Where once protection and 

prosperity were the symbols of the union , the husband now 

withholds them f r om his wife. In keeping with the 

conventions of Rabbinic mashalim, this husband is also a 

king. Still , the designation is more than just a 

convention .Because he is aking , we presume it remains in 

his power to protect her if he so choses . 

Note that there is one element introduced into this 

mashal wh ich has not appeared in previous figures where God 

uses suffering to command Israel ' s attention . That ls the 

element of God ' s .ange~. God as the dovecote owner and God 

as the fahter are not portrayed as ,aciting out of anger. 

This masha~ bring~ us eloper to the first mashal we 
. . 

· studied, the angry king wn~ imprisons .his servants 
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(8 . 13 . 1). This is perhaps suggest~~e of the parallels 

Rabbis saw in the nature of being a king and being a 

husband , but we have too little sociological data on the 

Rabbinic institution of marriage to draw too much from the 

analogy . 

But we can speculate that anger in the context of a 

husband- wife figure would raise for the reader the spectre 

of divorce . The idea is not expressed here explicitly, but 

\ it is elsewhere in Rabbinic literature4 . 

Divorce has always been a factor in Jewish marriage 

since Biblical times . Certainly there seems to be the 

assumption that marriages will be and should be perpetual 

(Gen . 2 . 24) . At the same time , there is a marked a ntipathy 

toward divorce (Mal . 2 . 16) . Both these social attitudes are 

tranmitted to the Rabbis (B. T. Sotah 2a ; Gittin 90b} . 

In the realm of religious d i scourse divorce , like 

marriage , has a long history . The same prophets who 

compared Israel ' s covenant with God t o a marriage , also 

spoke in motifs of marital estrangement , or even divorce 

(Hos . 2 . 4; Jer. 3 . 8; Isa . 50.1 ) . 

Knowing as we now do the Rabbinic prediliction for 

picking up and expanding on biblica; langauge , symbols and 

theology, it should come as ·no surprise that t he Rabbis · 

find the figures of a? estranged c-0uple useful in 

expounding their theologies . In particular . the pathos such 

figure s evoke make for both a memorable image an? potent 
. ' . 

characterization. of t he i ntensity the Rabbis attribute to 
, ·-
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the relationship between Israel and its God . 
_ } 

(6 . 5 . 1) TURN AWAY YOUR EYES . R. Azariah in the 
name o f R. J udah b. R. Simon said : [God i s J l ike 
a king who was angry with his queen and expelled 
her from his pal ace. Wnat d i d she do ? She went 
and pressed her face against a pillar outside the 
palace . When the king passed by , he said : ' Remove 
her £rom my sight ( take her back i nside) , because 
I ca~not bear t o see her [t hus ] ... 

' 
The exegetical strategy for this verse is simple , the 

message direct and c l ear . The Rabbis provide a narrative 

expansion that gives a context t o a verse whicP apears to 

be d i rect d i scourse. The speaker i s God , who asks Israe l t o 

turn away her beautiful (and accusing? ) eyes because he 

cannot bear t o see her when she is suffering . Like the king 

of this story, the Rabbis believe the all-seeing God is so 

emotionally overwhelmed by the misery and suffering of his 

people Israel that he must ask her to ' divert her eyes ' , 

lest the gaze breaks his will and he relent of nis anger . 

This vivid image teaches the reader two lessons : first, 

that God can be moved to change his mind . Just like any 

person involved in a maritial relationship , Israel has some 

power to sway him. And what must Israel do ·to effect thi~ 

change of heart? Invoke his pathos . The Rabbis argue that 

God can be so moved by their suffering that it compels him 

to relent of his actions . 

· ~- So when the Beit Din proclaim a fast and men 
-of distinction fast., God ~ays , ' I cannot hear 
it , FOR THEY HAl,(E OVERCOME: ME; it was. they who 

,·caused Me to stretcq forth My hand against My 
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world .' When the Beit Din proclaim a fast and 
the children fast , the Holy One, blessed be He, 
says , ' I cannot bear it , -FOR THEY HAVE OVERCOME 
ME; they declared Me King over them and said , 
The Lord shall reign for ever and ever , (Ex . 
15 . 18 . When a fast is proclaimed and the old 
men fast , God says , ' I cannot bear it , F'l'.)R THEY 
HAVE OVERCOME ME ; they accepted My kingship at 
Sinai and said, All that the Lord has said will 
we do, and obey' (Ex . 2 4 . 7} ; and it is written , 
I wilJ make mention o f Rahab and Babylon among 
therr: cha,~ know Me ( Ps . 87 . 4} . ... 

The second lesson is that , even in his anger, just as a 

husband still remembers the love which first br.ought him to 

marry this woman , God still loves his people and has not 

forgotten their courtship at Sinai . The bonds arenot 

totallysevered . As R. Phinehas makes clear, despite the 

f act that God has withdrawn his protection , he has not 

withdrawn his presence , 

. . . R. Phinehas said in the name of R. Harna b . 
Hanina b . Papa: It i s written , Also among the 
rebellious, that the Lord God might dwell there 
(Ps . 68 . 19) : even though they are rebellious , 
God makes His Divine Presence abide among them. 
For what merit? For having said, ' All that the 
Lord has spoken will we do, and obey.' 

For all God ' s fury, he is not contempl ating a divorce . 

This is an overarching idea in Shir Hashirim Rabbah . While 

other midrashic collections include mashalim in which the a 

possiblity of ' divorce ' between God and Israel is raised 

{if" only to be r ej'ected) , in Shir. R. the idea of divorce 

is only brought up once and tbe~e it i s put in the mouth of 

a rival . Neither God, Israel , or the ' omnipotent narr ator ' 
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ever speak of the subject . 

So Shir Hashirim Rabbah wants its readers to understand 

that God afflicts Israel to , in effect , ' get her 

attention ' . The image of hus band tormenting his wife is 

(and is intended to be ) deeply dist urbing . For the modern 

reader who livl:!s in an age where ' spousal abuse ' is a 

major social issue , this seems a less than felicitous 

image . 

l Could it be that this image never raised an eyebrow among 

the Rabbis? One could make the argument that Rabbinic 

culture was so unreflect ive ly ' patriarchal ' (in the 

feminist sense rather than the anthropolocial sense ) that 

the thougnt of a husband abus ing his wife through all sorts 

of tortures and deprivations was both seemly and right . 

However, the Rabbis are very ambivalent about God 's 

behavior toward Israel, as the nimshal indicates . The real 

life expereinces o f the Rabbis is that ' God is beating up 

on us ' . So the Rabbis are qu~te self- conscious about the 

grotesque aspects of this analogy . The most startling 

example of this is found in Shemot Rabbah, 

(31 . 10) . Another explanation of IF YOU LEND MONEY 
TO ANY OF MY PEOPLE (Ex. 22 . 24 ) . It is written , 
Refus~ silver did

0

men call them (Jer. 6 . 30) . When 
Israel was driven from Jerusalem, tbeir enemies 
took them out in fetters, and the nations of the 
world declared: .'The }ioly On~ , blessed be He, has 
no desire for this people, for it says , Refuse 
silver did men call them.' Just as siiver is first 
refined and then converted into a Utensil , again 
refined and turned _into a utensil, and so many 
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times over , until in the end it breaks in the hand 
and is no longer fit for any purpose , so were 
Israel saying that there was no more hope for them 
of survival since God had rejected them ... When 
Jeremiah heard this , he came to God , saying : ' Lord 
of the Universe! Is it true that you have rejected 
your children?' .... :t can be compared to a man who 
was beating his wife . Her best friend asked him: 
' How long wil l you go on beating her? If your desire 
is to drive her ~ut , then keep on beating her until 
she dies ; but if vou do not wish her [to die) , then 
why do you keep on beating her? ' His reply was : 'I 
will not divorce my wife even if my entire palace 
becomes a ruin .' This is what Jeremiah said to God : 
' If your desire be to drive us out (of this world) , 
th~n smite us until we die,' ... but if this is not 
[y~ur desire ] , then 'Why have you smitten us, and 
there is no healing for us?' God replied : ' 1 will 
not discard Israel , even if I destroy My world, ' as 
it says, Thus says the Lord : If heaven above can be 
measured .. . then will I also cast off all the seed 

· of Israel ... (Jer . 31 . 37) . 

It remains a question whether ei ther the author or the 

reader of this paricular passage found it either comforting 

or hopeful. Perhaps it is comforting , but only in a 

particularly contorted way . It effectively communicates the 

notion that God has no intention of abandoning Israel , but 

the reader is left wondering whether ~his is a good thing 

or not . Sadly , the analogy drawn between the power of a 

husband in the Rabbinic laws of divorce and God ' s absolute 

power in the covenant is disturbingly neat. God, like any 

Jewish husband, holds all the cards. Since he will not 

release Israel from his abusive powerr the people have no 

choice but submit o r face further torments. 

No such bald statement of grievence with C-Od is found in 
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l 
Still , there are small , implicit ~rotests against the 

condition of Israel in exile . We have seen before hints of 

resistence to accepting the validity of retributTve 

theology . Other figures hav~ presented God as punishing 

Israel arb~~rarily or disproportionately . 7 . 14 . 1 presents 

another such image , a figurative narrative which 

(implicitly) praises Israel , but also implicitly criticizes 

God, 

AND AT OUR DOORS ARE ALL MANNER OF PRECIOUS FRUITS . 
Members of the school of R. Shila and the Rabbis 
gave different explanations of this . Members of the 
school of R. Shila said : It is like the case of a 
virtuous woman to whom her husband [on going away ] 
left only a few articles and little mone y for her 
expenses ; yet when he returned she was able to say 
to him, ' See what you left me and wha t I have saved 
up for you . What ' s more, I have even added t o what 
you l e ft .' 

The figurative associa tions for t his mashal a re simp l e. 

The Rabbis t r eat this pass age as direct s peech , I srael 

address ing i t s covenanta l partner. The " pr e c ious fruits" 

are good results of God l eaving his Torah i n Israel ' s 

possession . The word u,nm, "our doors", provides the 

~tudents o f R. Shila with the exegetica l occasion f or 

i nt roducing t he husband and wife figures. The wo rd sugges t s 

that God and Israel share a house (Ge n . 18 .10) . The 

domestic tropes invite elaboration. What the darshan brings 

into the figures is the whole na~rative of abandonment. 

' God, who in those parables we have just discussed- is 
·. 
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forever present and seeking t~ attention o f a 

disinterested Israel , is here portrayed as a neglectful 

husband . While the narrative never actually s~ates that the 

husband deserted his wite , the criticism of his action is 

irnplied_~y the fact that he left her t o her own devices 

with few reso.urces . This ext ra data not only highlights the 

ingenuity and virtuousness of this woman (she surpasses the 

~nn~N of Proverbs 31) , but shows the husband to have been 

at least thoughtless , if not neglectful , of this worthy 

partner . The reader is l eft wondering , does this man 

deserve such a woman? The mashal concludes with the words 

' See what you left me and what I have saved up for you . 

What ' s more , I have even added to what you left . ' The 

implied criticism is let stand without a response from the 

absentee husband . The reader completes the gap left by the 

darshan. One senses that the man is left s peechless wi th 

shame . 

When these issues are transferred from the figures to 

the tenors , the message becomes quite pointed. God has 

given Israel Torah, but +ittle else. Israel has found God ' s 

providence in short supply and God himself see~s nowhere to 

be found. Yet Israel has been both loyal and diligent in 

caring for what little God has provided. God is deserving 

of at least an unstated repro~ch. 

The conclusion to this per tcope artfully uses the second 
" 

stioh of the vers,e to pr_ovide G,od ' s answer, again, . a verse 
• I o " 

or direct speech . But where' in. Sflir ·sashirim it is the 
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continuation of a single disedurse , R. Abba b . ~ahana "s 

interpretation turns the ent i re verse into a dialogue, 

NEW AND OLD WHICH I HAVE LAID UP FOR YOU, 0 MY 
BELOVED. R. Abba b . Kahana said: The Holy One, 
blessed be He, said : ' You lay up for Me and I 
lay up for you . You lay up for Me through the 
performance of religious precepts and good deeds , 
and I l"ay up for you treasures full of more good 
things than there are in the world.' R. Abba b . 
Kahana b . Judan said: His store, however, i s 
great er than ours, as it says, How abundant is 
Your goodness, which You have laid up f or them 
that fear You ; which you have made for them that 
take their ref uge in You .. (Ps.31 . 20) . 

God does not express any regret or apology (though s uch 

sentiments have been credited to God in other mashalim in 

other rabbinic collections) . Instead the reader is promised 

that the future will bring the restoration of the 

rel ationship. This movement from intimacy, to estrangement 

to reconciliation underpins, with variations, most of the 

figurative narrat ives we have examined. A non-figurative 

account of this process is sumrnarizeQ in 1 . 2 . 4, 

LET HIM KISS ME WITH THE KISSES OF HIS MOUTH ... 
R. Judah said: When Israel heard the words , I 
am the Lord your God, the knowledge of the Torah 
was fixed in their hear, they learned (it) and 
did not forget . They came to Moses and said, ' Our 
master, Moses , would you be an intennediaty ' 
between us? ' as it says , Speak with us, and we 
will hear [~u~ after hearing God ' s voice they 
said] .. . now therefore why should we die? (Ex . 
20.16; Deut . 5 . 22) . What profit is there in our 
per.ishing? ' They then became inclined to forget • 
what they had learned. - They said: Just as Moses , 
be{~g flesh and biood, is tra~sitory, • so bis 
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teaching is transitory . Immediately they came a 
second time to Moses and sai-d : ' Our master, Moses , 
would that God be revealed to us a second time! 
Would that He would kiss us WITH THE KISSES OF rtIS 
LIPS! Would that He would fix the knowledge of the 
Torah in our hearts as it was! ' He replied to them : 
' This cannot be now , but it wi ll be in the days to 
come,' as it says , I will put My Torah in their 
inward parts and in their heart will I write it 
(Jer.33 .33) . R. Nehemiah said: When Israel heard 
the cowmand ' You shall not have . .. ', the Evil 
Inclination'was removed from their heart . They 
came to Moses and said to him : ' Our master Moses , 

would you become an intermediary between us , as 
it says , Speak with us and we shall hear ... now 
therefore why should we die . What profit here in 
our perishing? ' Immediately the Evil Inclination 
retu~ned to its place . They return~d to Moses and 
said to him, 'Moses , would God reveal Himself to 
us a second time? Would he kiss us WITH THE KISSES 
OF HIS MOUTH? He replied to them: ' This cannot be 
now , but in time to come it will be , as it says, 
And r will take away the stony heart out of your 
f lesh(Ezek . 34 . 26) . 

The metaphor of man and woman is employed in Shir 

Hashirim Rabbah to tell one narrative . This narrative is 

always the same, even if a given man/woman mashal only 

addresses one element of tha t narrative . Just as human 

relationships develop from infatuation to disillusionment, 

estrangement , and reconciliation , so too the relationship 

of God and I srael wil l follow the same trajectory. All 

these f i gures are intrinsically hopeful. They e ither state 

or imply that restoratton of the pr~stine relationship 

Israel knew at Sinai i s possible, if not inevitable . The 

Rabbis un_iversally ho_ld that -Israel is still in the middle 

of this narrative , alienation is still the· condition of the 

r ela tionship . But if not now, in time to come, God· and his 

spouse ' Israel· will be reconciled. 



157 

The Modest Ewe : An Excursus on th~ 
Treatment of Sexuality in Shir Hashirim Rabbah 

The Biblical book Shir Hashirim brims with sexuality 

and sexual al!usion . Ther efore any examination of how the 

Rabbis employ the figures it contains must necessarily 

\ wonder about how they respond to this aspect of the book . 

After all , if Shir Hashirim is the description of how God 

and Israel love each other, and the Rabbis use human 

relationship as a figure for the divine- Jewish one, the 

sexual implication of the relationship seems unavoidable . 

Yet surprisingly, the sages who composed Shir Hashirim 

Rabbah do , in large part , sk irt the issue . In dealing with 

passages that describe the physical beauty of the lovers, 

the common interpretative s t rategy is to subvert any 

overtly sexual figu re by assigning it a non- erotic t enor . 

We have seen this at least once before in the 

interpretation of 4.12 . . . your limbs are like a garden of 

pomegranates ... For another example , consider the t reatment 

of verse 4.10, 

... THY TWO ·. BREASTS , namely, Moses and Aaron~ R. 
Joha~an interpreted the verse as referring to 
Israel before. Mount Sinai ... Y.OUR LlPS ARE LIKE 
A THREAD OF SCARLET : this refers to their 
exclamation before · the Ten Conunandments ... AND 
YOUR SPEEGH IS COMELY~ this refers to their 
exclamation ~after tl}e Ten Commandments ... 
~t that moment Mo~e~ o~gan to e1tol them saying, 
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YOUR TEMPLES (1np, ) ARE LI KE A POMEGRANATE SPLIT 
OPEN : the emptiest ()1:n,n) among you is as packed 
with knowledge o f the Torah as a pomeg ranate 
with seeds .. . 

In the f ew cases where the Rabbis do pick up on the 

sexua l tropes o f an image_, they assign its sexual meaning 

entirel y to the human domain, though , as always , linked to 

the historical ,memor y of I srael ' s experience , 

(4 . 12 . l)A GARDEN SHUT UP IS MY SISTER, MY BRIDE. 
R. Judah b . R. Simon in t he name of R. Joshua b . 
Levi made a compari s on to a king who had t wo 
daughters , elder and younger, whom he neglected 
to marry . He left them many years and went abroad . 
The daughters thereupon took the law into their 
own hands and found husbands , and each one t ook 
from her husband his signature and his seal . When 
the king returned home , he heard tales about his 
daughters that they had misbehaved themselves . 
So he issued a proclamation that al l the people 
should assemble in the stadium, and he himself 
came and held court there. He said t o his daughters : 
' Have you really acted thus and misbehaved 
yourselves? ' Immediately each one produced the 
signature and seal of her husband . He summoned his 
son- in-law and asked him whom he had married. He 
replied : ' I am your first son- in- law, the husband 
of your elder daughter ., 'What is this? ' he said 
to him.' This,' he replied,' is my seal and this is 
my ring ., Similarly with the second. The king then 
said, 'My daughters have guarded themselves against 
immorality , and do you malign and abuse them? I 
swear that I will punish you.' So do the nations 
taunt Israel saying , And the Egyptians made 
the children of Israel to serve with rigor 
(Ex . 1 .13) . If they c9uld compel their labor, 
surely they must have had power over their bodies 
and their wives! , Thereupon the Holy One , blessed 
be He, said, A .GARDEN SHUT UP IS MY SISTER, MY 
BRIDE . What is meant by A GARDEN SHUT UP (~)Yl)l )? 
Said the Holy One, blessed be He : 'My_garden ·is 
closed shut, but still it is maligned (Nnno ). ' R. ~ 

Phinehas said: At .that time God summoned the angel 
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who has charge of conception and said : ' Go forth 
and form them with all the feattl-ies of their 
fathers .' And whom did their fathers themselves 
resemble? The founders of the families ; and so it 
says of Reuben , The families of the Reubenites 
(Num. 26 . 7) . R. Hoshaia said : from Reuben , the .. 
Reubenites ; from Simeon , the Simeonites ..... R. 
Phinehas said : A GARDEN SHUT UP refers to the 
virgins ; A SPRING SHUT UP to the married women ; 
A fOUNTAIN S~ED to the males . It was stated in 
the name o: R. ,Nathan : Why the repetition, A GARDEN 
SHUT UP and A SPRING SHUT UP? Because intercourse 
with a woman may be in two ways,natural and 
unnatural ... there was not one profligate among them . . . 

While God seems concerned with the sexual lives of his 

people , the Rabbis shy away from using sexual images to 

characterize God ' s own behavior toward Israel . We see this 

again with the erotically charged verse Let my beloved come 

into his garden{ 4. 16) , 

R. Johanan says : the Torah provides a lesson 
in good manners , that the bridegroom should not 
enter the bridal chamber until the bride gives 
him permission . How do we know? Because it says , 
LET MY BELOVED COME INTO HIS GARDEN . 

Again, God is concerned with the sexual life of people , 

but the Rabbis opt not to find sexuality in God or his own 

rel~tionships. Why do the Rabbis use so many other aspects 

of human relat ionship as illustrations for the relationship 

of God and Israel but become coy when the relationship is a 

sexual one? 

The or~gins, as with most Rabbinic thought , may be found 

in the B~bl~ . From the very beginning of the canon# the 
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Bible studiously avoids assigni~g any sexual attributes to 

the De ity . The very fact that God effe cts the creation of 

the world through a speech act rather than thr--0ugh a 

generative act , as is so common to other creation myths , is 

indicative of this reluctance to associate sexuality with 

God . We also ~ee a reluctance in otherwise anthropomorphic 
' 

descriptions of God to suggest he has generative organs 

(Isa . 6 . 2)5 . By the same token, the Bible portra ys God as 

concerned with the sexual and reproductive lives of his 

people6 . As we have seen , Shir Hashirim Rabbah mirrors all 

these biblical preoccupations . 

Stil l , given the overtly sexual character of Shir 

Hashi r im and the leitmetaphor the Rabbis assign to the 

text , these particular bibl i cal scruples would s e em ripe 

for subversion . 

Another factor affecting this retice nce may be the 

remarkably ambival ent attitude about sexuality found in 

R?J::>b inic culture , s ome thing not evident in b i blica l 

culture7 • Reflections of Rabbinic sexual ethics can in fact 

be seen throughout Shir Hashirirn Rabbah. The most obvious 

of these i s the Rabbinic bel ief tha t the study of Torah 

serves to sublimate ~ndesi rable s~xual impulses: 

I WENT DOWN INTO THE GARDEN OF NUTS . Just as 
nuts a r e broken with a stone, s o · the Torah i s 
called ' stone ' and the evil inclination is ca l led 
' st0ne' : The Tor ~h is ca lled ' stone' , as it iays , 
And I _will give you the tabl e_s of stone (Ex-• . 
24: 12) . · The ,evil' inclination (l-n n ,~,) is called 
' stone', as i t say s, And I wil l ~gke aw4y t he 

I\ 
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stony heart out of your flesh (Ezek. 36 . 26 ) . 
R. Levi said: Suppose there is a-11onely place 
which is infested with brigands . What does the 
king do? He stations guards there to watch it , so 
that they should not waylay travellers . So the 
Holy One , blessed be He , said : ' The Torah is called 
"stoneu , and the evil inclination is called " stone"'. 
Let one stone guard against the other .' 

The erotic te.r:lQ ' garden ' (see above) seems to be glossed 

over completely to fbcus on the ' nut ', but the sexual trope 

remains . Though it is not clear from the mashal , the nut 

tich the ' stone ' of Torah cracks is the yin,~,, a term 

which is understood t o particularly describe the sexual 

impulse . Thus the study of Torah ' breaks ' or, at the very 

least , ' guards against ' the libido . Ultimately , the nm.1 mm 

hermeneutic employed to connect the y,n,~, with Torah hints 

that the Rabbis see a more generic connection between the 

two than might seem to be the case at first . Such is also 

suggested by how we earlier saw the exegete respond to the 

sen·sual (and vaginal) image of the split pomegranate , 

. .. YOUR TEMPLES (1np1) ARE LIKE A POMEGRANATE 
SPLIT OPEN: the emptiest ()p,in ) among you is as 
packed with knowledge of the Torah as a , 
pomegranate with seeds ... 

In the end it can be said that while the midrashic 

reading of Shir H~shirim does not comfortably embrace the 

association of God with the eroticism qf the text , neither 

does it totally efface that association . At ·rare moments, 

not even the Rabbis can resist introducing sexual overtones 

into the relation~nip. Occa~ion~lly, · when the ' eFotic 

language of Shir-.Ha.<ieirim vir t~ally screams 01,1t·, "! ,,3v,,1", as 



. ' 

162 

a description of the relationship, the Rabbis take 

tentative steps , turning each mitzvah into an intimate act 

of divine embrace (2.6 . 1) , 

Another explanation : LET HIS LEFT HAND BE UNDER 
MY HEAD : this relers to the fringes . AND HIS RIGHT 
HAND EMBRACE ME : th1.-s refers to the phylacteries . 
Another explanation: tET HIS LEFT HAND BE UNDER 
MY HEAD : this refers to the recital of the shema. 
ANO HIS RIGHT HAND EMBRACE ME : this refers to the 
Prayer . Another explanation : LET HIS LEFT HAND BE 
l111)ER MY HEAD : this refers to the sukkah . AND HIS 
RltHT HAND EMBRACE ME : this refers to the cloud 
of the divine presence in the time to come, as it 
says , The sun shall be no more your ligh t by day, 
neither for brightness shall the moon give light 
to you (Isa .60 . 19) . What then shall give light to 

• see? The Lord shall be your everlasting light 
{ ib . 2 0) . 

The final interpretation, which equates the cloud of 

the shekhinah to a lover ' s embrace points toward a more 

quasi-erotic understanding of Israel ' s relationship with 

God, an interpretation which will only flourish with the 

rise of medieval mysticism. But when the kabbalists finally 

" - do move beyond Rabbinic ambivalence to expound their sexual 

theology, it will still be Shir Hashirim which serves as 

their i n sp}ration8 . 

"' I 
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Chapter _1 

The Rival s: Jealousy and Anger 

The Rabbis are r a r e ly t ransparent in the ir hermeneutics 

of figurative langua ge. But just as t he opening chapt e r o f 

Shir Ha shi r im ~ abbah offers a glimpse i nto Rabbinic 

t hinking about the value of parable s , there is one passage 

which talks , parenthetically , about the Rabb inic 

\ understa nding of figu rat i ve l anguage . Thi s passage 

illustrates how the ble nding of inherited biblical images 

and Rabbini c ass umptions makes for uni que exege tic a l 

result s , 

(2.15. 2) . TAKE US THE FOXES, THE LITTLE FOXES. 
When other kingdoms are descri bed f i gurat ively 
in the Sc r i ptu re , they are compared t o fire , as 
i t says , And I will set My face against them; 
out of the fire are they come forth, and the 
fire shall devour t hem (Ezek . 1 5 . 7) . But whe n 
t he Egyptians are described figura t ively, they 
are compared t o something which is c onsumed by 
fire , as it says , They are quenched as a wick 
(Isa. 63.17 ) . When t he otner powers are described 
figuratively, they are compared only 'to silver 
and gold, as it is written , As for that image, 
its head was of fine gold (Dan . 2.32) . But when 
the Egyptians are described figuratively , t hey 
are compared only to lead, as it says, They sank 
as lead (Ex . 15 . 10 ) . When the other powers are 
described figuratively , they are compared to cedars , 
as it says , Behold, the Assyrian was a cedar in. 
Lebanon (Eze k . 31 . 3) . . .. But when the Egyptians 
are described figuratively , they are compared only 
to stubble, as i~ says7 It consumes them as stubble 
(Ex . 15 . 7) • When· the other powers are described 
figuratively, the y a~e- cornpa~eQ to· beasts of prey, 
as· it says, And four great beasts came up from the 
sea , diverse one from a~otber (Dan . 7.3) , and it is . - . \ 
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also written, The first wa s like a l ion (ib . 4) • • 

But when the Egyptians ar~ described figuratively , 
they are compared to foxes, as it says , TAKE US THE • 
fOXES; keep them for the river . R. Eleazar b . R. 
Simeon said: The EgypLians were cunning , and there
fore they are compared to foxes. Just asci fox is 
always looking behind him, so the Egyptians looked 

behind them .... 

As with any Rabbinic figurative expansion, there are two 
- - --.. ...... 

elements to th.is pericope . One is the culling and gathering 

of figurative images about biblical nations f ound scattered 

thr oughout scripture . The second element is the assumption 

the Rabbis bring to the figure . In th.is case the assumption 

is that much of Shir Hashirim i s actually describing the 
. 

Exodus. Extrapolating from the scriptural use of animal 

figures to describe the gentile nations , the exegete here 

concludes that the ' foxes ' must refer to Egypt. But can he 

prove this , given that there i s no internal evidence in the 

verse to justify this equation? The darshan proceeds from 

this exegetical leap to construct a brilliantly symmetrical 

series of figurative compa~isons . And since the Exodus is 

the moment of Egypt ' s great~st ~ickedness against Israel , 

Egypt becomes subj~ct to the most unflattering 

characterizations. The B~le calls the other nations 

p1recious ' gold' , but Egypt it compares t0 base .' lead·' . The 

Bible characterizes ~ther nations as majestic cedars (even - . . . 
th~ villainous Msyrians!); but Egypt as lowly stubble . 

Fin~lly,' the ver~e .under qonsiderat ion is brought in,to 

play, and ~th~ logic of ident1f_ying the ' foxes' . with Egyp~ 
.• 

seems,,. if. not inescapable , -,reason·able. Then, · in a passage 
•:. . 
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of unusual exegetical transparency,lthe exegesis actual l y 

tells of the tropes the reader is expected to associate 

with " foxes " (cunning and wariness) and the homily· 

proceeds. ~nee again we see how Rabbinic ideology is a 

synthesis of inhe rited attitudes and their own concerns . 

' The Rabbinic atti~des toward non- Jews therefore are 

~expressed in the dialectic between their inherited 

~ literature and their own feelings . 

Since the time of the Prophets, Judaism has struggled 

with the question of how God relates to the non- Jewish 

world . That God , for good or for bad , cares about Israel 

has been an axiomatic assumption of all Jewish religious 

literature prior to the modern era . But does God care about 

the gentile nations? This question had been addressed to 

some extent by all the J ewish literature that precedes the 

R~bbis . The answers to that question have been multivocal . 

There were those who said "no" r God ' s concern extends only 

to Israel. Accepting such an answer, there is little more 

that the respondent needs to say . The gentile world is 

rendered theologically irreleyant . 

But if the answer is "yes ", then a whole range of issues 

must be addressed, and the answers accordingly will be 

multivalent. How much does God care, and for what reasons? 

Is his concern contingent , · based solely on how the nations 
. . 

· of the wo~l.d- i.mpi~ge upon Israel, God~s be~9ved? Or may God 
' 

have a reJ.ationship without ~he Sinaitic re£erent? And if 

God cares abou~ t~~ naiions. qua nations , ·how does that 
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impact on God ' s relationship wi~h Israel? Could God not 

re ject his beloved people for another? 

In social psychology a "dyad '' is a relationship between 

two people . It is considered the most stable socia l 

relationship . By comparison , a three-way rela~ionship is 

inherently unstable as each part ner s t ruggles to create a 

stronger dyadi c relationship with one of the other members . 

Such struggles are the source of the emotion popularly 

called j ealousy , the anxiety that another has displaced us 

in the affection of someone impor tant to us. 

Psychologically , dyadic relationships are the most 

desirable and the most stable . Yet from a literary point of 

v i ew , s t ability is the death of narrative . Someone once 

observed that every good love story is a love triangle . 

There must be s ome kind o f struggle f or the affections of 

the protagonists to make for an interesting tale. 

The bibl ical account o f the relationship between God and 

Israel features such a triangle . That triangle is formed by 

the struggle of God to win the allegiance (and affection )of 

his chosen people against _cornpeting gods. And the emotions 

associated with God in this triangle are feelings of anger 

and jealousy . 

By the Rabbinic period, that story seems resolved in the 

main. At least in so far as the Rabbinic point of view may 

be taken as _reflective of the social reality, th~ 
. . 

l~terature leaves the imp.ression that Israel was pretty 

much squarely in God ' s corne~ . . . 
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For the Rabbis , the rel ationsMp confronts a new 

triangle . This struggle revolves around the claim of other 

nations to be the first object of God ' s affectien . Now it 

is Israe l , not God, who has to contend with a rival, and 

correspondingly it is Israel who must grapple with anger 

and jealousy . ..._ 

Th·e treatment of the nations in Shir Hashirim Rabbah is 

therefore a refJection of this struggle . Here we also see 

another example of Neusner ' s observation that the Midrash 

uses many figures to express a limited number of tenors . In 

the case o f the gentile nations , they are variously 

portrayed as inanimate things , anima ls , or various kinds 

and classes of people. The sheer variety of these 

different figurative treatments suggest multiple Rabbinic 

positions . Undergirding a ll of these positions , t hough , are 

the keenly felt emotions of anger and jealousy. The 

importance (and the threat to Israe l) of the nations for 

each exegete cao, to some extent , be gauged through the 

figures used and the emot ional tone of each pericope . 

The modern reader may at_ times be disturbed by the crude 

and contemptuous attitude the sages manifest towa~d non

~ews. Without excusing or dismissi~g the problems these 

passages create for us , it is irnp0rta~t to keep in mind 

that anger manifest in Shir Hashirim Rabbah is the response 

of a jealous lover to a tbreat and should' be read 

accordingly . For all 1ts m~ltivocality, it "is a tlocument 

stridentiy defending the positions _and"values of the · 
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Rabbinic community while aggremvely taking on all (Jewish 

or non- Jewish) who might challenge those positions . 

Furthermore , it must be remembered that Shir Hashirim is 

itself the locus of a pol~mical struggle . Two religious 

communities , the Jews and the Church , claim that this 

document is uniquely addressed to their respective groups . 

Finally , it should be noted that the harsh tone taken in 

many of these polemical materials is character istic of the 

general tone of pre- modern discourse . Dismissive and 

contemptuous language of the most inflammatory type (to our 

ears) was the common currency of polemics in this period . 

To understand why the Rabbis determine that certain 

figures in Shir Hashirim represent the nations , we must 

return to the ideas of Stewart Guthrie on the function of 

anthropomorphism . We may also reverse his logic . Assigning 

an anthropomorphic quality to a thing grants it the 

assumption of being more complex, important and dangerous 

than it actually is in reality . Conversely, stripping a 

human (or in our case , a human community) of all human 

qualities can be an act o( d iminishing , or even dismissing 

the threat(man bei ng the measure of all things, 

perceptually speak.ing ) of that person or group. 

That . is not always the case, of course, as can be seen 

in Jacob's deathbed·. speech in Gen. 4 9. There Jacob 

describes each tribe using .non- human figures. Comparing ~ 
. . 

. ' 
Reub-en to water is 'cl.early intena.ed to dismiss that tribe ' 

as weak. Yet comparing Judah ~to a lion is a positive 
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association . And calling Benjamin~ " r avenous wolf '' is 

seemingly ambiguous. In all cases , it depends of the tropes 

the author wishes to call to mind through his figure . We 

will see the kind of tropes. non- human figures convey when 

they are assigned to the nations of the world . 

(7 . 3 . 3) Another explanation : YOUR BELLY rs LIKE A 
HEAP OF WHEAT . Is not a heap of cedar cones f a irer 
than one of wheat? [The reason the figure of wheat 
is chosen] is because the world can exist without 
cedar cones but it cannot exis t without wheat . .. R. 
Isaac said : J ust as be fore wheat seed is ta ken out 
for sowing it is carefully measured and when it is 
brought in from the threshing- floor it is again 
meas ur ed, so whe n I srael went down to Egypt t hey 
were ca r e fully counted ... R. Hunia said regarding 
t he rema rk of R. Isaac : Just as the farme r pa ys 
no attention to the ba skets of dung or of straw 
or of s tubble or of chaff , because the y are not 
worth a nything , so the Holy One , blessed be He, 
pays no attention to t he other nat i ons,because 
they are not worth anything , a s it says , All the 
nations are as nothing before Hi m (Isa.60 . 17) . To 
whom, t hen , does He pay a ttention? To Israel , as 
it says, When you coun t t he sum of the chil dr~n 
o f I srael . . . (Ex . 30 . 12) , and again, Coun t the s um 
of all the congrega tion o f the children of I srael 
(Num. 1. 2) . 

· The exegesis o f thi s verse i s straightforward, the 

message both harsh and unmistakable . J us t as whea t , a n 

eatable cereal , is the "staff of life" f or humani ty, s o by 

analogy is Israel i'ndispensabl e to God. I n creating. a poi nt 

of- comparison, the darshan introduces his own figure , the 

heap of cedar cones. This seed is both fragrant and 

attractive (both sensuoq_s and .. sensual) , yet it is largely • 

useless to human beings. From tnis the !eader should 
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__ ) 
understand tha t the nations of the world, though attractive 

(an ambiguous metaphor - what is it about the gentile 

nations which the darshan wishes to characteri ze as 

'attractive ' ?) , have no value in the eyes of God . In Rabbi 

Isaac ' s exposition , the comparison becomes even more 
........ 

invidious . The na'tions are now (metaphorically) chaff and 

· dung , lacking even the aesthetic charm of the cedar cones . 

Of course, neither chaff not dung is totally useless to a 

farmer , but in terms of the emotive cont€nt of the image , 

the nations are stripped of their sensuous and sensual 

tropes , and now occupy a place somewhere between ' annoying' 

and ' offensive'. 

The figure for God is humanity in the first part, the 

farmer in t he second . God has a use for Israel . But if , 

like wheat , Israel is ' indispensable ' he a l so has a need 

for her . The darshan says the ' world' depends on Israel , 

not God. Yet the relative value of these materials in the 

mashal is in reference solely ·to human ne~d . God is the 

implied beneficiary of Israel's existence. This sense of 

God ' s dependency on Israel is not explored here , though it 

is not unfamiliar to us from earlier chapters. 

Above all else, though , note the considerable hos~ili~y 

directed against the gentiles. It is both intense and 

highly defensive. It ·1s a -response to the challenge of non

J:e~ish ~groups t0 ~srael ' s 71aim t~ be ·the beloved people of 

God. This challenge is especially menacing in light of . . 
, 

Isr ael' s his~ofic subJugafiP?- Res~onding to this challenge 
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dominates how Shir Hashirim Rab15ah addresses the non- Jew:sh 

world . 

4 . 7 . 1 WHERE IS YOUR BELOVED GONE, 0 YOUR FAIREST 
AMONG WOMEN. The other nations say to Israel : 
'Where has your Beloved gone? From Egypt to the 

Reti Sea( to Sinai? Where has your Be loved turned 
[now)? ' W~at does the Community of Israel reply 
to the na tions? ' What business have you to ask 
about Him when you have no share in Him? Once I 
have attached myself to Him, can I separate from 
Him? Once He has attached Himself to me , can He 
separate from me? Wherever He is , He comes to me .' 

The verse is tailor- made to raise this most c r itical 

question . Yet the exegetical treatment is simple , an 

emphatic assertion . Absent are the usual intertextual 

passages and prooftexts to buttress Israe l ' s rebuttal . It 

is formulated as a pr ogrammatic response to the central 

t hesis put forward by non - Jews . In the next passage the 

reader sees the Rabbis confront the challenge in its 

speci f ic histor ical form . The claims from the Christian 

community demand a more elaborate biblieally- based 

response, 

. .. R. Nehemiah said in the name o f R. Abun: .The 
other nations have neither planting nor sowing 
nor root ; all three we learn ·in one verse, Scarce 
are they planted, scar ce are they sown, scarce has 
tbeir stock taken root in the earth (Isa . 60.24 ) . 
au·t Israel oav~ p lanting, as it says , And I will 
plant them in this land (Jer . 32 . 41 }. They h~ve 
sowing, as it says , Ar!d I will sow lier unt-o Me in 

• the la.nd (Hos . II , 25) • They have a root , as it 
says , In · days to come shall' Jacob cake ~Got (Isa . · 
2~-. 6) . The following parable wil]. illustrate tb'is. 
The stra~, · the chaff,. an~ the stubble were arguin:g 
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with one anot her , each c l aimiQ.9 tha t f o r i ts s ake 
the ground had been sown . Said the wheat to them : 
' Wait til l the threshing time comes , and we shall 
see for whose sake the field has been sown . ' When 
the time came and they were all brought into-the 
threshing- f l oor, the farmer went out t o wi nnow it . 
The chaff was scattered.to the winds ; the straw he 
took and threw on the ground ; the stubble he cas t 
into the _fire ; the wheat he took and piled in a 
heap , and -ctil t he passers- by when they saw i t 
kissed it, a~ it says , Ki ss the grain (i:J ) (Ps . 2 . 12 ) . 
So of the na tions s ome say , ' We are I srael, a nd f or 
our sake the wor l d was created,' and others say , 
' We are Israel , and for our sake the world was 
created. ' Says Israel to them : 'Wait until the day 
of t he Holy One , b l essed be He , comes , and we shal l 
see for whose sake the world was created' ; and so 
it is written , For , behold , the day comes , it burns 
as a furnace . .. (Mal . III , 19 ) ; and it is written , 
You shall fa n them, and the wind shall carry t hem 
away (Isa . 61 . 16) . But of Israel it is said, And you 
shall rejoice in the Lord, you shall glory in the 
Holy One of Israel (ib . ) . 

The claims of the rival are made explicit here. It is 

the supercessionist claim of the Christian church (which in 

Rabbinic parlance is always a socio- political entity, a 

' nation •1 . l The response that ' time will tell ' is the 

standard Rabbinic statement of confidence , as we saw in 
' 

4 . 7 . 1 . Now, however, R. Nehemiah buttress~s the Rabbinic 

position by constructing an intertextual narrative around a 

mqshal . In perhaps the strongest e lement of his polemic, 

Nehemiah concludes by us1ng verse s from Malachi and 

Isaiah, the very prophets s o pop ularly quoted in Christian 

prooftexting: The weakes t e l ement would s eem to be that 

· Nehemiah never directly refut~s the Chri s tia n · c 1aim, ' we . . 

~re Israel '. There seeIT\S t o be an, element . of denial , i n the 

· psych~iogi~al~sense~ Nehamlah r e fuses to even admit there 
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is an issue here . But this si l ence may be part of 

Nehemiah ' s argument . That the Jews are the beloved Israel 

of Scripture is so self- evident , that Nehemiah does not 

bother to refute the Christian claim on this count . In 

effect , the Church is treated as if it is not a rival at 

all . Therefore t he only question which needs to be taken 

seriously is the question of whether God has simpl y 

abandoned Israel . 

Of course, the Church is never mentioned by name, but 

the identity of the r i val in this passage is beyond doubt . 

No other community in the ancient wor ld challenged the 

Jewish claim to be the authentic Israel . While Shir. R. 

retains the convention of Rabbinic litera ture that treats 

all gentile gr oups as one undifferent iat ed mass, this 

doc ument ha s a wea lth of i dent ifiabl y anti-Chr i s tian 

material . This aspect has been t horoughly e xplored by E. 

Urbach . 

But what i s t he basis for t he general charge of t he 

nations that I s rael is forsaken by God ? The basi s i s t wo 

fold. One is the nat ure of .anc ient theol ogy, which 

understands prosperity and degradation to be clear signs of 

divine favor and disfavor . The other is the historic fate 

of Israel. Therefore the Rabbi s regard t heir gal ut to be a 

direct ·resu~t of Isirael sinning against God . So in some 

sense the Raobis do beiieve that f srael 1s cubrentl y in 
, . " 

disfavor. Based on the Rabpi ' s own ,jdeology, the nations 

would, seem s,o h~~e a , s·trong case that 'the ·relationship is 
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at an end . This use of their own ~deas against ttem may 

also account for the fury of the Rabbinic response . The 

case against Israel is strong , the Rabbis r ep ly rbut not 

decisive , for the history of the relations hip comes to 

refute the argument , 

(5 . 16 . 2) R. Samuel b . Nahman said : On thr ee 
occasions God r emonstrated with Israe l and the 
other nations rejoiced greatly , but in the end 
they we re covered with shame . When the prophet 
said to them , Come , and let us r eason together , 
says t he Lord (Isa . 1 . 18) , t he natjons rejoiced 
saying , ' How ca n they argue with the i r Creator ? 
Who can argue with his Creator ? Now He will 
dest r oy them f r om the world . ' But when God s aw 
t he nations re joici ng , He gave i t a good turn 
for them, as it says , Thou gh your sins be as 
scarlet , they shall b e as whi t e as snow; though 
they be r ed like crimson , they shall be as wool 
(ib . ) .The nations we re d iscomfited and said , 'Is 
this an answer , or is this a rebuke? He has only 
come to amuse Himself wi t h His s ons. ' .. . R. Judan 
said : [God was]like a widow woman who went t o the 
judge t o compla i n aga i ns t her s on . When s he saw 
t he j udge o rderi ng punishment by fire , by pit -ch , 
by various punishment s and whippings , s he said : 
' If I tell the judge of the of f enses cormnitted by 

my son , he will kill him.' Whe n he had finished 
[with the other s] , he said to her, ~Where is your 
s on? ' He said to her, ' What o ffence has your s on 
here committed agai nst you? ' She said to him : 
' Sir, when he was in my womb, he ki c ked me .' He 
said to her : ' This is no case.' And so it i s 
written , I n the womb he. took his brother by the 
heel , and by his strength he strove with a 
godlike being (ib: 4 ) . 

The point of the ~xegetical passage is •c1ear, and 

intended to be pa r ticularl y galling to Isra ~l ' s c r itics. 
. . 

God indeed condemned Israel, but reconsi dered and comforted 

her precisely because o f the conclu.siorts drawn by the 
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nations that Israel ' s suffer ing-lsignified reject ion . The 

fu l l arc of the relat i onship has not yet been reached . 

The mashal which is intended to illustrate ·the point is 

peculiar in the extr eme . . In it , the figure of the judge has 

an ambi guous tenor . Is it the nations who are the judge, ---~ 
or is it God ? bOd seems to be prese nted in the par ticularly 

weak and vulnerable figure of a widow woman who must , in 

\ effect , withdraw her complaint lest the judge dole out too 

severe a punishment . Clearly the element of her 

prevarication , "he kicked me in the womb" is the product of 

the exegetical need to link the mashal with the Hosea 

verse. Still , that hard ly explains the pathetic figure of 

God and the implicitly powerful f igure of the nations . Is 

this perhaps a powe r ful sta teme nt of how at least one Rabb i 

saw the balance of power in the world? God must at times 

have seemed like a weak widow woman to J ews who dai ly 

encount ered the powe r and author ity o f gent i l e powers over 

t heir lives. But for all its s t rangenes,s and pathos, t he 

point is made. Sin is not ~nough to make God rej ec t his 

son . 

Though sin is not ~nough to compel God t o abandon the 

relationship, what if a new suitor ent ~rs. the picture at 

'the moment of estr~ngement? Could not God find · another 

people to love while Is~el is exil.ed in ~isf avor? Is there 
"I 

any ' credence to be ·given to the Chri~tian claim?· Though R. 

Nehemiah felt no need to talc~ the Church seriousry as a 
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rival or usurper of Israel ' s sta~us , other exege tes did , at 

least up to a point, 

(l . 6 . 2)FOR THE SUN HAS TANNED ME ... It happened 
once that a lady had_an Ethiopian maidservant 
who went down with her companion to draw water 
frorn_the spring , and she said to her companion : 
' To- morrow master i s going to divorce his wife 
and marry 'me .' ' Why? ' said the other . ' Because, ' 
she replied, ' he saw her hands all stained. ' 
' Foolish woman ,' said the other . ' Listen ~o what 
you are saying . Here is his wife whom he loves 
exceedingly, and you say he is going to divorce 
her because once he saw her hands stained . How 
the.n will he endure you who are stained all over 
and b l ack from the day of your birth! ' So because 
the other nations taunt Israel saying, ' This 
nation degraded itself,' as it says, They exchanged 
their glory for an ox that eats grass (Ps . 104 . 20), 
Israel reply to them: ' If we who sinned only once 
are to be punished thus , how much more so you .' . .. 

The modern reader must first overlook this pre-modern 

judgement of beauty based on skin color in order to see the 

analogy at work. The point is simple . Israel is estranged 

from her partner because of sin . Another faith community 

claims to have correspondingly come into favor. But the 

exegete responds , how can this be? Comb~ning apologetic 

with polemic, he employs a simple ,~,n,,p arg~ent. Yes , the 

Jews have sinned, but the gentile nations are even more 

steeped in sin than they . Would God reject Israel for a 

£law and then turn around and embrace another who ·bore an 

even bigger blemish? The argument ·is simpl~ and logically 

satisfying . 

What is it that makes .Isra~l among all the nations of 

worl.d such. an attractive • partner-? ;Not surprisingly, it 
'- . - _, ... .. . ' -
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. 
is the acceptance of the covenantcit Sinai : 

(2 . 3 . 1) AS AN APPLE-TREE AMONG THE TREES OF.JHE 
WOOD . R. Huna and R. Aha in the name of . R. Jose 
b . Zimra sa id : The apple- t ree is shunned by all 
people when the sun beat s down , because it provides 
no s hadow . So all the nations refused to s it in the 
shadow Of the Holy One , blessed be He , on the 
day of the gJving of the Torah . You might think 
tha t Israel was the same? No, for it says , FOR 
HIS SHADOW I LONGED, AND I SAT THERE : I longed 
for Him a nd I sat ; it is I that longed , not the 
nations . R. Ahab . R. Ze ' ira made two comparisons . 
One is this . The apple- tree brings oet it s blossom 
before its leaves . So Israel in Egypt declared 
their faith before they heard the message, as it 
says , And the people believed; and they heard 
that the Lord had r emembered (Ex. 4. 31) . 

This was the great moment which distinguished Israel 

from the nations , and established their rel ative value in 

the eyes of God . Once the nuptials had been spoken and the 

relationship ' consummated ' wi th the erection of the mishkan 

t o serve as the bridal canopy, the other nations were 

reduced to a subservient role , existing only as instruments 

and witnesses to the working out of the DiVine- Israel 

relationship, 

(2 . 14 .1 ) R. Joshua b . Levi said: Had the nations 
known how beneficial to them was the tent of 
meeting, they would have encompassed it with 
camps and forts [to protect it]. For until the 
mishkan was set up they used to bear the voice 
o f · t he Divine utteranee and scatter in fear from 
their camps, as it , says , For who is there of 
all flesh, that has heard the voice of the living 
God .. • (Deut . 5. 23) . R. Simon ·~aid: The utterance 
came f orth in two contrasted forms- as an elixir 
of life to Israel and a depdly po ison to the other 
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natiolls . An elixir o f life ~o Israel- As you have 
heard, and l ive (Deut . 4. 3j) ; you heard and you 
lived . A deadly poison to the other nations- they 
heard and died . Therefore the text says, Under 
the apple-tree I awakened you (Israel) (Shi r . 8 . 5) 
' Out of the tent of meeting .' R. Hiyya taught: From 
that point the voice was cut off , and it did not go 
outside of the tent . · R. Isaac said: Before the tent 
of meeting was set up, prophecy was f ound among the 
othe= nations , but after the tent of meeting was 
set up, p~ophecy ceased from them . From tha t point , 
I held him, and would not let him go (ib. 3 . 4) . 
Should you obj ect that Balaam son of Beor a lso 
prophesied, the answer is that he prophesied for 
the benefit of Israel . .. 

From Sinai onward, God ' s voice be came a t ree of life 

for his beloved people , a poison apple t o the nations . And 

from thnt moment onward, all that the nations do of note is 

done for the benefit of the J ews . 

There is no compr omise on the idea that the relat ionship 

between God and Israel holds center stage in human history . 

The Rabbis wi l l grant that the nations have their place in 

God ' s universe , but it is usually as auxiliaries t o the 

unfolding drama of Israel ' s sa l vific hi~tory . 

Since the writing of second Isaiah , there has existed a 

belief that one of the fun-ct ions of the nations is to s_erve 

. as witness to the unfolding drama of Israel ' s salvation. 

The following passage brings this idea into the R?bbipic 

milieu without direct reference to the biblical sources, 

(A . 12. 1) BEFORE I WAS 'AWARE, MY SOUL SET ME UPON 
THE CHARIOTS OF MY PRINCELY PEOPLE, R. Riyya taught: 
{Israel may be compare¢] to a king ' s daughter wh0 
was gathe-ring s_tray sneaves, __ wbeh the king passed 



180 

by and recognized her, so he sent his friend to 
take her and place her by.him in his carriage . Her 
companions thereupon began to gaze at her in 
astonishment , saying, ' Yesterday you were gathering 
sheaves and today you sit in a carriage with the 
king! ' She said to them: ' Just as you are astonished 
at me , so I am astonished at myself ' ... So when 
Israel were in Egypt they had to work with bricks 
and mortar and they were repulsive and contemptible 
in th~ eyes of the Egyptians . Thus when they became 
free men--and were delivered and placed in authority 
over the whole world, the nations were astonished 
and said : ' Yesterday you were working with bricks 
and mortar , and to- day you have become free and lord 
it over the whole world. ' And Israel said to them: 
' Just as you are astonished at us , so we are 
astonished at ourselves '; and th€y applied to 
themselves the verse, BEFORE I WAS AWARE , MY SOUL 
SET ME •.•• 

This is an example of a biblical idea taken over 

wholesale by the Rabbis . There is nothing unique to the 

rabbinic concerns mirrored in this passage, except the 

implied promise of Isaiah that just as God in the past 

redeemed Israel from Egyptian exile and the nations were 

amazed, so too will it happen in the messianic future. 

Ultimately, this statement is a wish f~lfillrnent fantasy 

and a pathetic articulation of the gulf between Jewish 

self-estimation and J ewish social reality. 

What will be the fate of these rivals once God comes to 

reclaim his own? In keeping with the angry tone of Shir 

.Hashirim Rabbah (which is only for tne praise of Israel , 

not for the praise of the world) , they _wil l be 

satisfyingly chastened and deeply contrite, · 

(4.8 .~) LOOK FROM THE TOP OE AMANA. R Huni a said 
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in the name of R. Justa : The e:<iles are destined 
to break out into song when they reach the Taurus 
Munus , and the nations of the world are destined 
to bring them like princes to the Messiah . How do 
we know? Because it says, LOOi< p ,1'lln ) FROM THE TOP 
OF AMANA; the word ~,wn indicates an offer:.ng , 
as it says , There is not a present (m1~n) to bring 
to the man of God (I Sam. 9 . 7) ... . Moreover , the 
nations will bring the Israelites themselves as a 
gift to the Messiah . How do we know? Because it 
says, Af1d they shall bring ~11 your brethren out 
of al l the nations for an offering to the Lord, 
upon horses, and in chariots, and in litters, and 
upon mules, and upon swift beasts (Isa . 64 . 20) ... 
And so it \ is written, Give unto the Lord families , 
you peoples (Ps . 94 . 7) . R. Aha said: It is not 
written here , ' You peoples , give to the Lord the 
families ,' but ' [Give ... ] families , you peoples'' 
give to the Lord glory and strength : that is : ' When 
you bring them, ye shall not bring them 
contemptuously but with glory and strength .. .. 

Thus , in a sense, the nations are transformed into 

supplicants . Israel , once treated with contempt and 

disdain , becomes the choicest offering that the peoples can 

find to assuage God ' s anger at them . The rivals get their 

comeuppance when the relationship between God and Israel is 

finally and decisively affirmed . But wil l the return of 

Israel to the bosom of its beloved God atone for the 

suffering Israel has experienced under their rule? Will 

there be a reconciliation for them also? Toward the end of 

Shir Hashirim Rabbah the answer is given, the ultimate fate 

of the nations pronounced. In this passage the nations are 

deemed to be as wat er, 

(8.8.1) MANY ~ERS· CANNOT QUENCH LOVE . . MANY WATERS: 
these are t he nations of .the wor ld, as it, says, Ah, 
the uproar of many peoples, that r.oar li)c-e the 
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roaring of the seas (Isa. U.• . 12 ) . CANNOT QUENCH 
LOVE : the love which the Holy One , blessed be He , 
bears to Israel , as it says , ' I have loved you , says 
the Lord (Mal . 1 . 2) . NEITHER CAN THE FLOODS DROWN 
IT : these floods are the other nations , a~- it says , 
In that day shall the Lord shave with a razor that 
is hired in the parts beyond the River . .. now 
therefore , behold, the Lord brings up upon them the 
waters of the River (Isa . 7 . 20 ; 8 . 7 ) . IF A MAN WOULD 
GIVE ALL ~HE SUBSTANCE OF HIS HOUSE FOR LOVE : if the 
nations sh't;>uld open their treasures and offer their 
money , for one word of the Torah , they would never 
succeed in making atonement . Another explanation : 
IF A MAN WOULD GIVE ALL THE SUBSTANCE OF HIS HOUSE 
FOR LOVE . If the nations should open all their 
treasures and offer all their money for the blood 
of .R. Akiba and his companions , it would never make 
atonement for them . HE WOULD UTTERLY BE SCORNED . 

Like a good romance novel , the unworthy rival gets only 

what ' s coming to him . The relationship between God and 

Israel concludes as it began - an exclusive relationship. 

The nation may rage against Israel like the floods but , as 

were the Egyptians , when the time comes they will be 

quickly dispersed like water . 

The many figures for the nations in effect convey one 

tenor : futility . Ultimately their claim, to a relations hi~ 

with God is a delusion and their ascendancy ephemeral . 
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Browser among the Lilies: 

Displacement and Justification ·· 

That the..._~ations of the world are held responsible and 

condemned for their oppression of Israel i s not surprisi ng. 

That was the everyday reality of Jewish life in the 

rabbinic era . At the same time , it is one of the great 

puzzles of Rabbinic theology . It constitutes a great 

inconsistency in thinking . For Shir Hashirim Rabbah clearly 

regards the suffering of Israel , and especial ly the 

martyrdom of the tzaddikim, to come from heaven . How can 

the nations be condemned wnen they lack free agency? As 

mere instruments in the divine system of sin and 

punishment, they can hardly be held culpable. But this has 

been an issue in Jewi s h theology since God hardened 

Pharaoh's heart and proceeded to smite him hip and thigh . 

One wonders whether - at l east in part - the furious anger 

we saw manifest against t he nations in the ~revious section 

is not a displacement , a redi rection of anger from the real 

• target to another, safer entity . In this case, given the 

drift of rabbinic the9logy, that anger- should be squar~ly 

directed at God, for it is God who has consumed Israel , 

l6.2.l)MY BELOVED IS GONE DOWN TO HI~ GARDEN, TO 
THE BEDS -OF SPICES .•. R. Jose b. R. Hanina said: The 
seconq part of this v.er se ·seems to contr adict the 

'.f ·irst. The text ought t:o have run, ' }1y beloved is 
g_one down to fee_.d in ~ts ga~~en;' and you say IN 
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THE GARDENS! But in fact MY _»ELOVED re:ers to the 
Holy One , blessed be He ; To HIS GARDEN refers to 
the world; TO THE BEDS OF SPICES indicates Israel ; 
TO FEED IN THE GARDENS indicates synagogues and 
houses of study; AND TO GATHER LILIES : to ttike 
away the righteous in Israel . What is the difference 
between the death of the old and the death of the 
young? R. Judah and R. Abbahu each gave an answer. 
R. Jud~h said : When the light of a lamp is allowed 
to burn - itself out , it is good for the lamp and 
good for tile wick. But if it is not allowed to 
burn itself out , it is bad for itself and bad for 
the wick . R. Abbahu said : If a fig is gathered 
when it is ripe , it is good for itself and good 
for the fig- tree . But if it is gathered while 
still unripe , it is bad for itself and bad for 
the tree .... 

This string of figures is more intriguing for what is 

left unsaid than for what is said . The exegetical strate9y 

is simple . Each figure in the verse is assigned a tenor . 

The 'beloved' is God, the ' garden ' is the world (both well 

established vehicles) . But then the reader learns the ' bed 

of spices ' is Israel and the ' lilies ' are the righteous 

(martyrs?) whom God ' gathers '. What follows is remarkable. 

Through a series of metaphors , Rabbis Juqah and Abbahu 

explain why premature death is undesirable . This is a very 

elliptical discussion, but it seems to spring directly from 

~the death of the righteous. In each metaphor, whether of a 

wick or a fig , it is concluded that the premature removal 

of each is bpd for the object and bad for its source . The 

reader must plug in his own tenors , but i~ is hardly 

diff'icul t . God • 9atl)ering' t .he righteous in their youth i~s 

unfair to them and a .misfo.r'tune £or Israel . The . 
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extraordinarily circumspect nature of this per~cope 

suggests just how distressing and threatening this issue is 

for the Rabbis . It rather seems like the universal human 

habit of talking in euphemisms around an unpleasant topic . 

But the point is established . The premature gathering of 

the righteous is bad for them and bad for Israel. So why 

does God do it? The exposition of Shir . 4 . 2 continues and 

responds to these issues : 

... (6 . 2 . 3)R . Samuel b . Nahman said : [God is) l:ke 
a king who had an orchard in which he planted rows 
of nut- trees and apple- trees and pomegranates , and 
which he then handed over to the care o f his son . 
So long as the son did his duty , the king used to 
look out for good shoots wherever he could fi nd 
one, and take it up and bring it and plant it in the 
orchard . But when the son did not do his duty , the 
king used to look out for the best plant in the 
orchard and take it up . So when Israel does the will 
of God , He looks out for any righteous person 
among the other nations , like Jethro or Rahab, and 
brings them and attaches them to Israel. But when 
Israel do not do the wi ll of God He picks out any 
righteous and upright ·and proper and God- fearing man 
among them and removes him from their midst .· 

This mashal in defense of God is a. variation on the 

n,,o-ru,n"Tln argument. God rewards Israel with righteous 

• converts when Israel is faithful , and punishes Israel by 

remov~ng the righteous among them when Israel s t r?ys . . B~t 

there is also the implication that in doing this God does 

not in fact punish the righteous , but benefit s them . It 

a l rnQst sounds ljke they a,.ce taken into ' protective custody ' 

against the corrapting influence of less righteous J ews . 
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Shir Hashirim Rabbah is much c6ncerned wi th the fate o f 

Israel ' s martyrs. In a way this is a logi cal concern, much 

like the c l aims of the nations is a logical concern . For i f 

God l oves Israel as much as Shir Hashirim suggests and the 

Rabbis c l aim~, an accounting must be offered f o r why this 

seems such an abusive relationship . Why God afflicts Israe l 

with the nations and slays the God-fearing among his peopl e 

mus t be explained . Given the claim of God ' s love for the 

Jews , these issues should be a source of significant anger, 

and that is exactly what i s evident in the text . But if the 

re lationship is to survive , the Jewish side must come to 

terms with its anger and find a means of explaining and 

justifying the pain i nflicted . The Rabbis do this by 

d isplacement and internalization, but never by blaming God , 

... THEREFORE DO 'WORLDS ' (m tJ'.:1)1 ) LOVE YOU . . . R. 
Berekiah said: Israel said before the Holy One, 
blessed be He : Sovereign of the Universe, because 
You bring light into the world Your name is 
magnified in trye world. And what is the light? 
Redemption. For when You bring us l ~ght, many 
proselytes come and join us , as for instance 
Jethro and Rahab. Jethro heard the news end came, 
Rahab heard and came . R. Hanina said: When God 
performed a miracle for Hananiah, Mishael , and 
Azariah, many heathens were converted, as it is 
written, When he sees His children, the work of 
My hands, in the midst of him, they shall sanctify 
My name (Isa. 23.23 ) . What comes next? They also -
tnat err in spirit shall come to understanding ... 
Another explana~ion of MAIDENS is that it refers 
to the gen~ratiob of. destruction ( nlD7)1 ) , as it says, 
For your sake are we killed all the day, we are 
countec;l'as sheep for slaughter (PS . 44.23). Another • 
explanation is that T~FORE MAIDENS LOVE THEE 
~efers to Israel, a~ it says, But because the 
Lord l~yea you and because he . would keep the 
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oath . .. (Deut . 7 . 8) . Anothe explanat ion Becaus e 
you have hidden ( m.1',),n ) from them the reward of the 
righteous (in the time t o come ] , in rega rd to which 
R. Berekiah and R. Helbo said: The Holy One , blessed 
be He, will one day l ead the choir of tha righteous 
in the future world . How do we know? It is written : 
Mark well her ramparts (Ps . 48.14 ) . The word is 
spel led n~~n, (her dance ) : Kighteous on this side and 
righteous on that side , and the Holy One, blessed be 
He , ln- the center, and they will dance befo re Hirn 
with zes~, and point Him out one to another with 
their finger and say , Such is God, our God, f or 
ever and ever . He will guide us eterna11y(ib . 15) . 
[What is the meaning of n,n,Y?) In t wo worlds He will 
guide us- in this world and in the next . .. Another 
expl anation of n,n,Y: Akilas translates the word 
athnasia , a world in which there is no death , and 
they indicate one to another with the finger and 
say , For this is God our God for ever and ever, He 
will guide us above death . He will guide us in t wo 
worlds , as it is written, For the Lord thy God will 
bless you (Deut. 15 . 6) , and in the next world, 
as it is written , And the Lord will guide thee 
continually (Isa . 58 . 11) . 

" 
The nations and Israel are blamed for Israel ' s 

degradation, but God must in the end be excused. For to 

cont-inue to love God, Israel must retain confidence that 

her suffering will be rewarded and God ' s actions will 

ultimately be vindicated, in the nex.t world if not in this . 

. • 

' 
Notes for Chapter 7. 

' . . •. 

Tbe ' Syriac Church father~N)hrah~t 
.characterization of Chr.3,.stianlty. 
"the nation of nations". · 

+ • ,. r . 

~ 

mirrors this Rabbinic 
Re calls Christ~ndom· 
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Conclusion _ _, 

The texts we have discussed all show how midrashic 

discourse uses figu re t o convey theological l essons . Though 

there seems to be no formal Rabbinic method for its use , 

the Rabbis use it routinely and effect i vely to dramatize 

their scriptural interpretations . Figurative language is 

one of the most potent rhetorical devices the Sages have 

~ for instructing their audience in a variety of religious 

ideas . In some cases, because of the inef~able nature of 

what they a re trying to express , figurative language is the 

only way to describe their religious ideas . 

Among these ideas , the most impor tant is that God is 

engaged in an ongoing relationship with Israel and that 

this r elationship is homologous to various human 

relationships . The Rabbis build upon the figurative 

language bequeathed to them in their sacred literature, 

Scripture . This material provides the Rabbis with ample 

examples of both figurative and anthropopathic images of 

God . However, in order to better address their own 

historical and rel igious context, the Sages expand and 

elaborate upon these figures . They then array them in 

narrative sitnations which are simultaneously novel yet 

familiar to their intended audience. While figures of the 

non-human world, whether anl~ate or inanimate , are 

occasio,nally used, the Rabbis overwhelmingly favor human 

figures and human relationships in their metaphoric 

.• 
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discourse . Figures of masters and servants, parents and 

children , husbands and wives are all presented as 

completely analogous to the relationship of God and Israel . 

Unique to these analogies of relationship are the subtle 

complexities ~nd affective content of their tropes . Because 

of their anthropomorphic nature , the figurative images and 

narratives o f the Rabbis are emotionally engaging and 

\ personally compe lling. Through them the Rabbis make the 

Divine- Jewish relationship powerfully Leal and tangible. 

As presented in these figurative narratives , the Rabbis 

hold that the Divine- Jewish relationship involves mu ltiple 

dynamics . From the figures of a king and his servants the 

Rabbis emphasize the powerless and vulnerable nature o f 

human existence and our utter dependence upon a God who may 

do as he wills with his creatures . Yet as anxiety- producing 

as this is, the very fact that a relationship exists means 

that we have it in our power to influence God and curry his 

favor to our own benefit. God may at ti.mes seem as 

arbitrary as any oriental potentate , but owing to his 

anthropopathic nature, we have the capacity to influence 

.him in his attitudes and actions toward us. 

·-

From. the figure of lhe parent and child, the Rabbis 

emphasize that Israel is ~specially favored by God . This 

favor , however, goes·beyond the fav9r which a servant may 

cui ti vate thr,ough· his obsequiousness . God ' s · favor toward ..i.s 

Israel re£lects God ' s unique emotional investment in hts 
• ,J 

people . That this favor is em9tiona:lly grounded assures the 
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Rabbis and their audience that the re~~tionship is enduring 

and not subject to termination . Whatever may be made of the 

suffering of other peoples , Israel suffers because God in 

his capacity as a loving parent- must discipline his beloved 

son . Israel may s.Qffer because it sins, but that suffering 

is not indicative th3t the relationship is terminated. 

- The figures of God as lover and I srael as the beloved 

clmprise the master motif of Shir Hashirim Rabbah . With 

these figures, the pathos and importance of the Divine

Jewish relationship is brought to its highest statement. 

God and Israel are life partners , to the exclusion of all 

other claims. The particular narrativity that the Rabbis 

construct around these figures serves effectively to 

explain the historical experience of Israel. From the 

idyllic early courtship, the relationship has both evolved 

and decayed . The exilic condition of Israel is indicative 

of a current estrangement in the relationship. But the 

emotional bond between God and the Jewish people is 

ultimately too powerful to be denied. The Rabbis see their 

condition as a mid- life crisis ~n the relationship which 

will.ultimately be transcended . The analogy of lover and 

beloved, for all its pathos and pain , is a hopeful and 

therapeutic analogy. Love is as strong as death, God will 

swnmon Israel back .into rris embrace and a total restoration 

awaits Israel iri the future . 

-The f~gure of the rivats se~v,es to reassure Jews that 
. ..... . . 

other faith tomrnun~ties· may ' claim to have· displaced 
:- r .. • ,, ~ T • 
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' 
Israel in God ' s affection , there is rea l ly no contest . 

Other peoples may be (optimistically ) servants in God ' s 

service , but only Israe l is family , with all the -privileges 

attendant on that status . 

Emotion aoq its role in relationship permeates every 

aspect of Rabbinic figurative language . In a sense , the 

- figurative discourse of the Rabbis is an affective 

theology . It constructs , recapitulates , enacts and 

dramatizes a network of associations between God and Israe l 

built upon feelings ano emotional bonds . Beyond the notion 

of covenant , beyond the moral mechanism of retributive 

theology , the Rabbis use figure to articulate a collective 

form of ' personal religion '. In Shir Hashirim Rabbah, the 

individual human relationship with God is enlarged and 
/ 

applied to the corporate experience of the Jewish people . 

Religion is an act of engagement. For ideas of the 
• 

Divine to be both understandable and useful to the 

religious personality , the cognitive content of religion 

mus t be conveyed in affectively compelling forms . The 

figurative images of Shir Hashirim Rabbah are· just such 

~orms . Fi lled with images which are simultaneously 

comforting and disturbing, powerfully dramatic and homely, 

these figures are religious discourse of the highest order. 
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