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LESSONS ON THE SONG OF SOLOMON – 2
Last week we took a general overview of the Sublime Song. In this second and final lesson we will look
at a few key passages… excerpts that may, at times show up in the lectionary, and so on. Interestingly,
these passages are all attributed to the Woman / Shulammith. (Note: I can send separately the full text
of the Song, showing which passages are assigned to the Woman, the Man, and the Companions.)
Taking the “courtly drama” approach to the text, Marvin Pope (Anchor Bible) and others note that some
have read the text as involving two men vying for Shulammith. One is the vigorous youth… a shepherd
or some such… and the other is Solomon who wishes to take Shulammith as his own. But, they surmise,
the vigorous young lover prevails. I like that, but admit it is a minority opinion over against the view that
the Man in the text is Solomon, unrivaled.
The text of the Song gives more “voice” to a female character than any other book of scripture, save
perhaps some of the longer Wisdom passages in Proverbs, etc. It is the voice of an admiring and adoring
Woman, but also a strong and assertive one. She is described as dark-skinned and beautiful (vs 1:5-6),
and apparently works outdoors tending flocks and so on (vs. 1:6, 8).
In the Jewish mystical and allegorical tradition of interpretation, the Woman is sometimes seen as Israel,
or an individual soul, or a heavenly entity such as Lady Wisdom, Lady Shekinah (Presence), or even as
the personified Sabbath. In Christian tradition the Woman is seen as the Church (the Bride of Christ), or
the individual soul.
The first of the texts for this lesson appears regularly in the readings for Easter… with the risen Christ the
bounding stag, and the appeal to the coming of Spring:
2:8 (the Woman:) The voice of my beloved! Look, he comes,
leaping upon the mountains, bounding over the hills.
9 My beloved is like a gazelle or a young stag. Look, there he stands behind our wall,
gazing in at the windows, looking through the lattice.
10 My beloved speaks and says to me: "Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away;
11 for now the winter is past, the rain is over and gone.
12 The flowers appear on the earth; the time of singing has come,
and the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land.
13 The fig tree puts forth its figs, and the vines are in blossom;
they give forth fragrance. Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away.”

Although I understand the concerns of many about the individualistic sentimentality and pietism of the
beloved old hymn, “In the Garden” (“I Come to the Garden Alone”), passages like this provide a mark in
its favor. The hymn combines a sense of the Sublime Song along with a reflection on Mary Magdalene’s
coming to the Garden Tomb on the first Easter (John 20:1-18).
I come to the garden alone,
While the dew is still on the roses;
And the voice I hear, falling on my ear,
The Son of God discloses….
And He walks with me, and He talks with me,
And He tells me I am His own,
And the joy we share as we tarry there,
None other has ever known.
The second text also relates to the John 20 passage. One of my two favorite seminary instructors was J.
Mark Dyer (a name some will recognize from Phyllis Tickle’s THE GREAT EMERGENCE). Mark was both
my instructor in “The History of Christian Spirituality” and the priest of the local Episcopal Church where
I first experienced the “Great Vigil” of Easter, on Easter Eve. Having himself been a Benedictine monk
for fourteen years before leaving to become an Episcopal priest (and later bishop), Mark spoke warmly
of the following text, always used in the monastery as the introduction to John 20:1ff.:
3:1 (the Woman:) Upon my bed at night I sought him whom my soul loves;
I sought him, but found him not; I called him, but he gave no answer.
2 "I will rise now and go about the city, in the streets and in the squares;
I will seek him whom my soul loves." I sought him, but found him not.
3 The sentinels found me, as they went about in the city.
"Have you seen him whom my soul loves?"
4 Scarcely had I passed them, when I found him whom my soul loves.
I held him, and would not let him go until I brought him into my mother's house,
and into the chamber of her that conceived me.
Imagine the preceding text then transitioning into: “Early on the first day of the week, while it was still
dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb….” And then, later, hearing the words of Jesus: “Do not hold
onto me….” (Jn. 20:17)
The third text, the woman’s description of her Beloved, is often read in relation to a glorified Jesus…
and, frankly, it reads far better than the descriptions of her with wooly teeth and a neck like a tower:
5:10 (the Woman:) My beloved is all radiant and ruddy, distinguished among ten thousand.
11 His head is the finest gold; his locks are wavy, black as a raven.
12 His eyes are like doves beside springs of water, bathed in milk, fitly set.
13 His cheeks are like beds of spices, yielding fragrance.
His lips are lilies, distilling liquid myrrh.

14 His arms are rounded gold, set with jewels.
His body is ivory work, encrusted with sapphires.
15 His legs are alabaster columns, set upon bases of gold.
His appearance is like Lebanon, choice as the cedars.
16 His speech is most sweet, and he is altogether desirable.
This is my beloved and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem.
The reference to “my friend” in verse 16 is particularly touching. “Companion” might be an even better
translation of the Hebrew word. (See Pope, Anchor Bible, p. 549) A particular resonance of this passage
for me is of the late George Beverly Shea (ala Billy Graham’s crusades) singing “I’d Rather Have Jesus
than Silver or Gold” with the third verse:
He's fairer than lilies of rarest bloom;
He's sweeter than honey from out the comb;
He's all that my hungering spirit needs.
I'd rather have Jesus and let Him lead….
Than to be the king of a vast domain
Or be held in sin's dread sway.
I'd rather have Jesus than anything
This world affords today.
(I actually heard Shea sing it in person a couple of times, with his amazing bass voice.)
The last text (beginning at 8:6) is one that I, and others, often use as a reading for weddings:
8:5b (the Woman:) Under the apple tree I awakened you.
There your mother was in labor with you;
there she who bore you was in labor.
6 Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm;
for Love is strong as Death, [jealous] passion fierce as the grave.
Its flashes are flashes of fire, a raging flame.
7 Many waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it.
If one offered for love all the wealth of one's house, it would be utterly scorned.
In verse 6, the seal or signet on a document, or impressed into handle of a clay jar, etc., was the
signature or mark of the maker or owner. Marvin Pope also compares it to the Jewish practice of
wearing phylacteries (with God’s Name) bound to forehead, etc. This is very much an “I am yours and
you are mine!” sort of statement.
The Love vs. Death pairing is notable. Mot (Death) is one of the old gods, and Love is personified as an
equal contender. The “passion” (“qinah”) referred to refers to “jealousy”, “envy”, or “zeal”, and thus it
is like lightning or a raging flame over against the forces of death. The waters and floods may also refer
to ancient cosmology, the surging waters, floods, and torrents of the netherworld. (Pope, p. 672) This
Love, then, is a divine and cosmic force at work in the lives of the Woman and the Man. It is a Love that
can’t be bought. Some see a connection here to the Apostle Paul’s great Love chapter in I Cor. 13, and

the Septuagint (the Greek OT) does use agape here… though the Hebrew ahabah encompasses all three
Greeks sense of selfless (agape), companionable (phileo), and erotic love.
As we also saw in Ecclesiastes, there is something of an evocation of Eden (Genesis 2) in the Sublime
Song. The Woman, the Man, the lush garden imagery, and so on, give it a primal paradisiacal feel. The
odd thing is that there is absolutely no actual mention of God in the Song. [This is also true in Esther.]
There is no mention of God, but the book made it into the Bible as an allegory of God and the People of
God. Quite amazing, really!
As I’ve noted elsewhere, the early Christian model for the Trinity of the Lover, Beloved, and the Spirit of
Love that unites, is a powerful analogy… and it fits both the literal and the mystical reading of the
Sublime Song particularly well. As one quickly notes from some of the more “suggestive” passages,
there is no comparable “flesh-centered” text in the rest of the Bible… and, as Genesis 1 reminds us, “it is
good.” In the New Testament it is in the more mystically oriented texts associated with John that “flesh”
and “spirit” are closely tied again… the “Word” becoming “flesh” and dwelling with us. The Song
portrays for us both flesh and spirit, the Beloved, the Lover, and the Fire of Love the is stronger than
Death.
The Bible, I think, would be much poorer if it lacked its Sublime Song!
Let the Beloved kiss me with the kisses of the mouth!
For your love is better than wine,
your anointing oils are fragrant, your name is perfume poured out;
therefore ardent youths love you.
Draw me after you, let us make haste…. (Song of Songs 1:2-4, gender neutral)

