Find Someone to Love

The Song of Songs
Ein Kol ha-olam kedai ke-yom she-nitan bo shir-hashirim le-yisrael.  The Mishnah teaches, “The whole world attained its value only on the day when Shir Ha-Shirim the Song of Songs was given to the Jewish people.”  And R. Akiva continues, “She-kol ketuvim Kodesh, ve-Shir Ha-Shirim kodesh kedoshim.  All of scriptures are holy, but Shir Ha-Shirim is the holiest of all scriptures.”

Why?  Why is it that Shir Ha-Shirim, is considered to be the holiest of all works?  Why is it a work that first gave meaning to the world?  On the surface its text seems to be just a sensuous love story using extremely explicit terms.  Yet, the majority position within Jewish thought says that Shir Ha-Shirim is so holy because it is an allegory of the love of God for the Jewish people.  All the physical love between two lovers described in this work is really just a religious love between God and Jews.

If you look at your Artscroll Siddur on p. 298 you will see the extent to which this position is carried.  The Siddur states, “As the entire gamut of Talmudic and Rabbinic literature relating to Shir Ha-Shirim makes clear, this highly emotional, seemingly sensuous song is an allegory.  As such a literal translation would be misleading—even false—because it would not convey the meaning intended by King Solomon, the composer.”  And so Artscroll proceeds to leave this Song without translation in its Siddur.

I agree that the non-literal reading of Shir Ha-Shirim is the major approach of traditional commentators to Shir ha-Shirm but it is not the only approach.  There is certainly an approach within the Jewish tradition, which argues that the literal text of Shir Ha-Shirim has meaning in and of itself.

Once we look towards the literal text, we see that Shir Ha-Shirim is really a unique book in Tanakh.  Shir Ha-Shirim doesn’t discuss religion at all.  It never mentions Judaism and it doesn’t even mention the name of God.

And so for me, the powerful value of Shir Ha-Shirim, resonates most clearly when I look at the literal meaning of this text.

When we look at the text of Shir Ha-Shirim carefully we see that this poem is a story about how we are supposed to love.  Now there are many different literal understandings of this story, but one approach suggests that Shir Ha-Shirim is the story of a woman from the countryside and a simple shepherd in love with each other.  Yet, even though they are in love this woman somehow ends up in the palace of Shlomo Ha-Melekh, King Solomon.  While she is there in the palace in the king’s chamber she longs to depart for her simple shepherd, her true love.

It’s a story praising the virtue of fidelity in the face of temptation.  It’s a story praising the simplicity of love.  This theme is apparent throughout the story but allow me to share just one example with you.  Look at the second half of the third chapter where the enormous display of Shlomo Ha-Melekhs’ wealth is apparent and is being displayed.  This woman is being enticed by many different types of perfumes and fineries.  All of the daughters of Jerusalem, the Benot Zion are encouraging her to abandon the love that she feels for her shepherd and to allow herself to be swept away by Shlomo.

Compare Shlomo’s attempt to capture her love with the pure love of the countrywoman for the shepherd.  Look at 4: 10 where the shepherd tells her, “Mah yafu dodayakh, how beautiful are you my beloved…ve-reach shemanayikh mikol ha-besamim, and your smell is sweeter than all the perfume of the world.”  The love between these two people of the fields is natural love.  All the descriptions in chapter four where the shepherd is speaking to this woman are descriptions from nature.  He doesn’t try to buy her love through ornaments; rather he praises her natural beauty.

This is also the way our story ends.  If you look at the very end of Shir Ha-Shirim, the pasuk states, “Karmi she-li lefani, ha-elef lekhah Shlomo.”  This woman is proudly saying that she guarded her vineyard and didn’t sell it to Shlomo even for a thousand pieces of silver.  Even when she was tempted with all of the money in the world, she didn’t abandon her love for her shepherd.

We see that the moral lesson of Shir Ha-Shirim is a praise of true love, instructing us that love is not about wealth and power, but something much deeper.  And this was a lesson that this simple country woman taught to the wise Shlomo Ha-Melekh.

This explains why this is the holiest of all books—this explains how Rabbi Akiva claims that the power of this book transformed the entire world.

On the surface this story appears to be just a sweet romantic story, a shepherd and a countrywoman falling in love with each other.  Nevertheless, this story carries with it the most universal religious lesson.  Shir Ha-Shirim declares ki azah ka-mavet ahavah, for love is stronger than death.  Love is the strongest emotion.   Why is that?  Why is love the strongest emotion?

When we love someone, we are committing ourselves entirely to another person.  Now every human being is a creation of God.  So when we love someone, we are saying that we find God’s creation overwhelmingly powerful and overwhelmingly beautiful.  And our recognition of God’s masterpiece is so intense that we totally commit ourselves to God’s work, a beautiful human being.   

While all love shows an acute awareness and appreciation of God’s creation, from a religious perspective the highest level of loving takes place when we love someone who is not our flesh and blood.  For on one level when we love our own flesh and blood, we love a part of ourselves, something that we are intrinsically connected with.  Yet, when we are able to love someone who is not our flesh and blood, we are declaring that we see God’s magnificent creation in something that is not at all a part of me.  To be able to completely dedicate ourselves to this separate creature shows an acknowledgement of God’s craftsmanship.

It’s no surprise that Shir Ha-Shirim selects this latter type of love as a paradigm of the highest form of love.  The lovers in Shir Ha-Shirim represent this type of love that shows a higher level of awareness of God’s presence in this world.  And that’s why this work is called the holiest work of Tanakh:  Because to love someone so entirely, like the two lovers of Shir Ha-Shirim shows that we all have the ability to see the beauty of God’s works in a manner that is just as clear, if not clearer, than any of the prophets.  

That’s the power of the Shir Ha-Shirim story, and it also explains why we choose to read this book on the holiday of Pesach.  On Pesach we eat matzah, a humble, non-ostentatious bread. And on Pesach we bring the Omer, the simplest offering which allows us to eat the more elaborate grains.  The idea taught by these two lovers in Shir Ha-Shirim is that the most intense love is achieved not through excessive ostentatious relationships, but through an awareness of simple and pure needs.  

Blessed is the person who falls in love.  And for those not yet in love it’s something to aspire to.  

I’d like to close with a teaching of one of the earliest Chasidishe Rebbes, R. Baruch of Kosov (d. 1795).  A humble man once came to Reb Baruch and complained that he was struggling with love.  This humble man felt that the love that he felt for his wife was detracting from his love for God and the sanctification of God’s name.  So Reb Baruch thought about this and finally he explained to this man that the truest sanctification of God’s name and the truest love of God derives precisely from those feelings of love that he held for his wife.  In Reb Baruch’s words, “This secret is wondrous and awesome.”  As the playwright of Les Miserables said, “To love another is to see God’s face.”
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