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Song of Songs 
St. John’s NF  July 6 2014 

 
When I looked at the readings assigned for today, I noticed a familiar passage from 

the Song of Solomon and I asked that it be included this morning. It is the only 

passage from the Song of Solomon that appears in the three-year lectionary cycle, 

most familiar to us because Healey Willan set it to music, “Rise up, my love.” This 

OT book was probably not written by Solomon; instead, the book presents a series 

of lyric love poems, arranged in a semblance of order, to evoke a dialogue between 

lovers, as with today’s reading, hence the more appropriate title, the Song of 

Songs. The entire book is worthy of examination; as an undergraduate, I studied it 

closely, came to appreciate it, and that experience is still with me 45 years later. 

 The Song of Songs is surrounded by controversy, primarily whether it should 

have been included in Holy Scripture at all; scholars justify its inclusion by reading 

it as a metaphor of the relationship between God & his people, Christ & his church, 

Christ & the individual. Certainly such metaphors are common to us, beginning in 

the book of Hosea, expanded in the New Testament, repeated in the wedding 

ceremony. But, interestingly, nothing in the Song of Songs itself invites that 

interpretation, for there is actually no mention of God in the entire book. It is best 

to see the songs, first and foremost, for what they are, poems of love, passionate 

in tone, a celebration of human love.  

 Christianity, even, I believe, most of the world’s great religions, haven’t 

handled the body, very well, quickly connecting physical love with the concept of 

original sin, rather than seeing it as one of God’s original blessings; some of this 

duality appears in the letter of Paul to the Romans also assigned for this morning: 

“nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh . . . making me captive to the 

law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am!” Somehow the 

flesh became something sinful, in and of itself, and that legacy is still very much 

with us. 
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 Jesus, on the other hand, emphasizes that it is “what comes out of a person 

that defiles. . . it is from the human heart that evil intentions come: fornication, 

theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, 

pride, folly.” Jesus’ message is primarily a call for renewal of the heart, calling us 

to see the world, the senses, relationships, with compassion, which means, from a 

divine perspective. As we read the love lyrics in the Song of Songs with a 

compassionate heart, we are moved by the beauty of the language and imagery 

and we are challenged to see how sensuality and spirituality are related.  

 This is one of the great themes of literature, and as a student of literature, I 

have often been inspired by secular writers who in both poetry and prose evoke 

the spiritual dimensions of earthly passion. Indeed, many images in European and 

English verse actually derive from those in the Song of Songs, such as this famous 

passage translated in the 19th century from 12th-century Persian poems:   

 A Book of Verses underneath the Bough, 

 A jug of wine, a loaf of bread, and thou 

 beside me singing in the wilderness 

 Oh, wilderness were paradise enow.  

   (Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, trans. Edward Fitzgerald).  

From Shakespeare to D.H. Lawrence, modern writers and poets, there are too 

many to name. 

 Some of the imagery of the Song of Songs, however, may at first glance 

evoke a bemused smile, the repeated comparisons of a woman’s hair to a flock of 

goats or her forehead to a slice of pomegranate are anachronisms to our modern 

minds, but a little education enlightens. The trick to appreciating the images is to 

see them in their full context and then take the metaphoric leap. Often the text 

itself provides the clues to its own mysteries, if we only read it carefully; 

sometimes we may need to fill in a bit of geographical or cultural background to 

appreciate an image fully. For example, the woman’s hair is compared to a flock of 
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goats “which winds down Mount Gilead.” The text directs us to view the image 

from a distance, picturing a flock of goats wending its way down the 

mountainside. If we learn about Israel’s landscape, we will visualize black goats 

against a paler background. Thus viewed from a distance, the graceful pattern of 

the goats of Gilead may suggest dark waves of hair falling down a woman’s 

shoulders.  Even without such knowledge, giving oneself over to the beauty and 

richness of the language is enough to enter the world of the beloved. 

 And that world in the Song of Songs is especially striking for its expression 

of mutuality in relationships between women and men, and between human beings 

and the natural world. Women speak as assertively as men, initiating action at 

least as often; men are free to be as gentle, as vulnerable, even as coy as women. 

Men and women similarly praise each other for their sensitivity and beauty, and 

identical phrases are sometimes used to describe lovers of both genders. 

Domination and subordination between the sexes, or for that matter, sexual 

stereotyping of any kind, have no place in the Song of Songs. Remarkably, the 

Song describes a nonsexist world and thus can act as a counterpoint to the 

prejudices and injustice of biblical patriarchy. 

 Just as there is mutuality between the sexes in the world of the Song, no 

domination exists between humans and the rest of nature. Nature is neither 

idealized as good nor subjugated because wild; it is, simply, a part of the world in 

which we live--and in which, the Song of Songs emphasizes, we are to love. Thus, 

although it is primarily a book about romantic love, The Song of Songs says a 

great deal, by implication, about a wide range of human relationships and about 

how to live in the world. It is so apparent that our human world is very much 

blighted by “the evil intentions of the human heart.” Prostitution and pornography 

are multi-billion dollar industries of exploitation, by the haves of the have-nots, by 

the civilized world of underdeveloped nations, by adults of children. Within this sea 

of hunger, which at its heart is a spiritual issue, the truly loving couple can offer a 
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witness to the world of another way of being, as indeed we pray during the 

wedding ceremony that “their lives together may be a sacrament of God’s love to 

this broken world . . .  [that] their home may be a haven of blessing and peace.” 

 Finally, the Great Commandment states right at the start that “you shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul.” What does that mean? How 

do we love God? How do we center our lives in God? The richest form of human 

love for speaking about loving God is the relationship between lovers—of lover and 

beloved. The OT book of Isaiah uses the language of longing when speaking of 

God: “My soul yearns for you in the night, my spirit within me earnestly seeks you” 

(26:9). Such language is found in the Psalms too: “As a deer longs for flowing 

streams, so my soul longs for you, O God” (42:1-2). The dialogue in the Song of 

Songs can be read as an allegory of God’s yearning and love for us, and of our 

yearning and love for God. In chapter 2 of The Song, the lover anticipates the 

arrival of the beloved, that is, God, saying, “The voice of my beloved! Look, he 

comes, leaping upon the mountains, bounding over the hills.” And then God 

speaks, and the call of this beloved is not so much to a world apart, as in The 

Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, as it is to a reawakening, a rebirth, as reunion after 

separation, as springtime after a long winter. “Springtime Rhapsody” is the title of 

today’s passage: 

 Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away; 
 for now the winter is past, the rain is over and gone. 
 The flowers appear on the earth; the time of singing has come, 
 and the voice of the dove is heard in our land. 
 The trees put forth their fruit and the vines are in blossom; 
 they give forth fragrance. 
 Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away. 
 

(Followed by Paul Hailey’s composition, “The Rain is over and gone,” with Teresa 

Thomason singing from her album ‘Sound over All Waters.’) 


