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“There are many expressions and descriptions, which being
applied to them, are absurd and monstrous. Hence it follows, that
this book is to be understood allegorically concerning that spiritual
love and marriage which is between Christ, and his church.”

John Wesley’s Notes on the Bible, Song of Solomon

What does it mean that God loves the church? What place does
romance have in our scriptures? From the words of prophets like
Hosea to the Lamentations of Jeremiah, the scriptures are full of
places where the relationship between God and the chosen people are
described as being like a romantic relationship. The words of the
prophets were carried through to the young church which continued to
connect the relationship between God and the faithful as being like the
relationship between a bridge and a groom. Christ Himself used the
analogy of marriage in several of His parables. Keep your wicks
trimmed and your lanterns full of oil, for God comes in the night like a
bridegroom arriving after dusk to a wedding feast.

None of this is new. Marriage has been a common metaphor for the
spiritual life for almost as long as people have called on God, which
makes it very strange that we never stop to consider the words of the
Song of Songs. This collection of love poetry has been passed down
generation after generation in our scriptures. When the people
gathered to say what belonged in the Bible, these words were given
the high honor of being considered holy texts. Pseudepigrapha and
apocryphal works like the “Acts of Paul and Thecla” and “The Gospel



of Thomas” were passed over, but this work found a home in our
scriptures, even though it made people blush.

As we have already noted, you do not need to take my word for that
statement. Consider how John Wesley seemingly squirmed when
sharing his own notes on this book. The acts we read of in this book
would apparently be absurd and monstrous in a marriage if we were to
accept John Wesley’s sense of propriety, but even Wesley could see
the flowery words and beautiful poetry of this book as appropriate for
the relationship between God and the church.

So, why don’t we share from this book? Is it the fact that this book
never mentions God by name? God never directly acts in the Book of
Ruth, but we read the stories of Ruth, Naomi, and Boaz regularly as a
church. Is it the fact that the narrative is less based around. Is it the
poetry? The Book of Psalms is full of poetry, but as a church we use
that book almost more than any other from the Hebrew Scriptures.

Let’s be honest: it is the nature of the subjects within this book. There
are towers, fawns, and walls. There are conversations about rushing
waters and thirsts that must be quenched. When we read these words
for more than a moment we quickly may come to believe that none of
these verses are actually about fawns, towers, or waters. Song of
Songs is a book that has raised eyebrows for centuries and raised
expectations for marriage to a level where people like John Wesley
seemingly stammer about allegories.

What is fascinating is that people like John Wesley looked at Song of
Songs, obviously found the words uncomfortable, but still worked hard
to understand the depth of their meaning. When Wesley comments on
the lovely maiden being a lily among brambles, Wesley writes
“Compared with thorns, which it unspeakably exceeds in glory and



beauty. So - So far, doth my church or people, excel all other
assemblies.”

Wesley notes while commenting on our reading that the church is like a
fragrant apple tree in the middle of the woods, bearing fruit in the
middle of a forest of barren trees. Wesley points out that the church
rests in the banquet house where there is refreshment, provision, and
abundant love.

Again and again, throughout his commentary on this book, Wesley
points out how deeply and thoroughly God loves the church. For
Wesley, a figure not known for romantic prowess or even romantic
sense, there is still a deep sense of awe for the love shown in these
words. In this book there is a deep love between a bride and groom.
Wesley is not the only person in history to connect the love shown to
the love of Christ for us.

So, why are we so hesitant to enter into these words? If the words are
so deep, then why do we tend to avoid them? Why don’t we read them
more often?

I think there are times at which we have to use our common sense
when we think about religious matters. Yes, it is a good thing to be
willing to stretch our imagination, but sometimes the simplest answer is
the right answer.

I think we do not spend time with these words because they make us
uncomfortable. I also think that is a shame. Let me explain what I
mean by using my own life as an example.

I have been walking a lot lately with my dog. I have been hiking,
walking, and praying over matters in my own life. I often walk between



four to seven miles a day while praying with my dog, and I have not
really been eating a lot for a variety of reasons.

Every morning I look at the mirror, note that I look slimmer than I did a
month ago, and immediately a stupid comment comes to mind. Sadly, I
often say it aloud. “You look thinner, but you’re still pretty fat.” “Why are
you bothering? It is not as if it matters.” There’s always a stupid
comment when I look in the mirror.

I struggle with words from the book of Song of Solomon because I
can’t seem to get it through my head. I am loved by God more than I
love myself. I am not just a guy with extra pounds around his waist that
needs to lose weight. I am a lily among brambles. I am not worthless: I
have been invited into a banquet and the banner hanging over the hall
where we are celebrating is one of love. I struggle to believe it, but God
cares much more for me than I can possibly understand.

Wesley may have had issues romantically, but even John Wesley
understood that Christ cared deeply for people. When the scriptures
tell us the beloved cradles his lover and takes his fill of love, that is an
act of love that goes above and beyond mere acceptance. This is a
book that rightly shares how deep love can be and people throughout
history have seen this book as an allegory sharing how deeply God
loves people like us.

I think that same love is shown in Jesus’ actions today. The religious
leaders are questioning Jesus about his disciples. Aren’t they breaking
the law? Aren’t they unclean? Aren’t they inferior to someone who
follows the law? Why aren’t they following the tradition that would
make them better people?



Jesus scoffs at such ideas and tells them point blank that they are
hypocrites. It isn’t what is outside that makes people unclean! What
makes people unclean comes from within! It isn’t what is outside of
what lips that makes a person unclean but the words that escape from
a person’s heart.

I honestly believe that if Jesus saw the person who you see in the
mirror every morning, Jesus would be less concerned with wrinkles,
extra weight, or blemishes than what is in that person’s heart. I do not
believe for one second that God looks at you and says “You’re thicker
than that person on tv” or “You were more handsome when you were
younger” or “You’d look cuter with makeup or a different dress.” Jesus
loves us deeply because we are the people we are inside.

I think this is seen clearly as we share communion. Long ago, in a
candlelit room, Jesus shared bread and wine with the people that He
loved. As candles flickered, Christ broke pieces of bread for the people
He had spent years with as they went to and fro across the holy land.
He had listened to them argue, seen that they were imperfect, but still
shared a special and holy meal with them because He loved them.
When dinner was over, He took a towel and water with which He
washed their feet in an act of humility and love.

Today, this remains Christ’s table. Christ still gathers us with love, even
if we sometimes spend more time arguing, fighting, and picking on
each other than we really should. Christ loves the people that come to
the table today. Christ loves the prostitute and the homeless that come
exhausted to the table. Christ loves the strung out stockbroker and the
overwhelmed teacher. Christ loves the nurse coming off a double as
well as the janitor who will spend the rest of the day cleaning up graffiti.
Christ loves the elderly and the children who come to the table. Christ
loves the parents, the childless, and the distraught. Christ loves



everyone who comes to this table, but hear this next one especially
clearly.

Christ loves you. You are a lily among the brambles. God looks upon
you and sees someone that is deeply loved. Perhaps your teeth are as
white as newly washed sheep and perhaps your hair is like a flock of
goats coming down the slopes of Gilead. To be honest, that particular
compliment is lost on me, but I really do not think it matters if you have
goat-like hair or not: I think God loves you more deeply and truly than
you could possibly love yourself.

We are going to come to the communion table shortly, but first I want to
invite you to consider the deep truth many have found in the Song of
Songs. You are loved deeply, thoroughly, and wonderfully. We will have
an opportunity to confess our shortcomings in a moment and then
you’ll have another opportunity. You will have the opportunity to choose
to let go of what you believe and to trust that you actually are forgiven
and you actually are loved.

For me, accepting that I am loved will be the hardest part of worship
today. I have not had the easiest road to walk lately, but the promise is
still right there for me as it is for you. If you are truly struggling to
accept that God loves you, I will make you an offer right now. If you will
pray that I can see God’s love for me, then I will pray that you can see
God’s love for you. Sometimes, I do not know how or why God loves
me, but I do know that God loves you deeply. So, if you can’t believe
God loves you, I’ll remind you of God’s love and you can feel free to
remind me.

Let’s take a moment of silence and then enter in prayer…


