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INTRODUCTION
THE SONG OF SONGS (CANTICLES)

The Song of Songs is one of the most controversial books in the Bible, although it contains only eight chapters. A careful reading of this book (whose title means “The Greatest of All Songs”) shows it to be a collection of love poems, several of which are very erotic and romantic. The precise sexual details are not always apparent, since they are frequently couched in imagery – much of its sensitive, beautiful, and Middle Eastern – that is not easily understood by modern readers.

Because of its frankness and unabashed celebration of sexual love, some of the early Rabbis and early church fathers were disturbed by this delightful little book, interpreting it in a variety of ways that played down its sexuality. Some early Jewish and Christian sages found the contents plainly unacceptable and attempted to block its acceptance into the canon of the Hebrew Bible.

Certain Rabbis, however, recognized the Song of Songs as Scripture but sought to interpret its contents in terms of the relationship between God (the lover or bridegroom) and Israel (the beloved or bride). Many church fathers who also accepted this book as Scripture interpreted it as depicting the relationship between Christ and his Church.

But in more recent times both Jews and Christians have increasingly come to recognize the sexual and romantic nature of the Song of Songs. This trend is to be welcomed by our various faith communities, since it affirms that the God who created us is concerned with our sexuality and romantic dimensions, that these are significant aspects of marriage, and that religious people can enjoy them without shame.

Four scrolls of the Song of Songs (or Canticles) were found at Qumran, three in Cave 4a and the fourth in Cave 6b. All were copied in the Herodian period (between 30 BCE and 68 or 70 CE [A.D.])

The Dead Sea Scrolls Bible
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A
1:1-11.

The introduction. The Shulamite separated. Taken by Solomon from her home 




And her beloved (Shepherd) into the royal tents, pitched near them.

    B
   1:12-2:7.           The Shulamite and her beloved together.

        C       2:8-3:5.               The Shulamite and her beloved apart.

   B
   3:6-5:1
     The Shulamite and her beloved together.

        C      5:2-8:4
          The Shulamite and her beloved apart.

A         8:5-14.

The Conclusion. The Shulamite restored. Return from Solomon to her home with




Her beloved (Shepherd).
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Brief Outline of Book:

1. The story gradually develops itself; and, from the key which is found in the last chapter (8:5-14), the whole may be pieced together in the words of Dr. C.d. Ginsburg (Commentary, London, 1857, pp. 4-6), to which the references have been added in order to connect the threads of the events.
2. “There was a family living at Shulem, consisting of a widowed mother, several sons, and one daughter, who maintained themselves by farming and pasturage. The brothers were particularly fond of their sister, and took her under their special care, promising that her prudence and virtue should be greatly reward by them (8:8-14).”

3. “In the course of time, while tending the flock, and, according to the custom of the shepherds, resorting at noon beneath a tree for shelter against the meridian sun, she met with a graceful shepherd youth to whom she afterward became espoused (1:7; 2:16; 6:3).”

4. “One morning, in the spring, this youth invited her to accompany him into the field; but the brothers, overhearing the invitation, and anxious for the reputation of their sister, sent her [in order to prevent their meeting] to take care of the vineyards (2:15)”

5. “The damsel, however, consoled her beloved and herself with the assurance that, though separated bodily, indissoluble ties subsisted between them, over which her brothers had no control (2:16)”
6. “She requested him to meet her in the evening (3:1); and, as he did not come, she feared that some accident had befallen him on the way, and went in search of him (3:2), and found him (3:4)”

7. “The evening now was the only time in which they could enjoy each other’s company, as, during the day, the damsel was occupied in the vineyards.”

8. “On one occasion, when entering a garden, she accidentally came into the presence of King Solomon (6:11, 12), who happened to be on a summer visit to that neighborhood (6:6-11).

9. “Struck with the beauty of the damsel, the King conducted her into his royal tent (1:2-4), and there, assisted by his court – ladies (1:5-8), endeavored with alluring flatteries and promises, to gain her affections, but without effect (1:6-11).”
10. “Released from the King’s presence, the damsel soon sought an interview with her beloved shepherd (1:12-2:7).”

11. “The King, however, took her with him to his capital in great pomp, in the hope of dazzling her with his splendour (3:1-11); but neither did this prevail: for while even there, she told her beloved shepherd, who had followed her into the capital (4:1-5), and obtained an interview with her, that she was anxious to quit the gaudy scene for her own home (4:6).”

12. “The shepherd, on hearing this, praised her constancy (4:7-16); and a manifestation of their mutual attachment took place, that several of the court – ladies were greatly affected by it (6:1).”

13. “The King, still determined if possible to win her affections, watched for another favorable opportunity; and with flatteries and allurements, surpassing all that he had used before, tried to obtain his purpose (6:4-7:9).”

14. “He promised to elevate her to the highest rank, and to raise her above all his concubines and queens, if she would comply with his wishes; but, faithful to her espousals, she refused all his overtures, on the plea that her affections were pledged to another (7:10-8:4).”

15. “The King, convinced at last that he could not possible prevail, was obliged to dismiss her; and the shepherdess, in company with her beloved shepherd, returned to her native place (8:5-14).”
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16. “One their way home (8:5-7), they visited the tree under which they had first met, and there renewed their vows of fidelity to each other.

17. “On her arrival in safety at her home, her brothers, according to their promise, rewarded her greatly for her virtuous conduct (8:8, 9).”

The above brief outline is an Interpretation. The Application is an incentive to loyalty and fidelity to the One “Who loved us and gave Himself for us;” and to stand fast, in our love and loyalty to Him, in the face of the fiercest temptations and severest trials.

To Israel this would be expressed: “Be thou faithful unto death” (James 1:3; 1 Peter 1:7; Hebrews 10:23); “To him that overcomes,” &c. (Revelation 2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21); also Hebrews 13:9, 13; 1 Peter 1:3-7.

To the Church of God this would be expressed in such passages as Galatians 5:1; Ephesians 4:14; 6:13, 18; Philippians 1:6; 4:1; Colossians 1:10, 22, 23; 2:7; 2 Timothy 3:14; Titus 1:9.
JEWISH INTERPRETATION:
The Song of Songs is the Tanakh’s only extensive discourse on human, erotic love. The book consists of a series of poems in which the speech of two lovers is interspersed with occasional comments by other voices. Throughout the poems, the lovers describe themselves and each other, and their feelings of love, desire, and longing.

While the book has no narrative plot, the relationship between the lovers is marked by cycles of absence and presence. Poems which celebrate the presence of a lover alternate with poems of longing and poems of invitation. While both lovers speak within the text, the woman is the more active and articulate character. Her experiences, feelings, and perceptions are the central content of the poem. This suggests to some that a woman may have authored (parts of) the Song.

The Song is characterized by a wide range of poetic techniques. The poets draw from the language of the natural, domestic, and urban spheres. They use techniques of word-play, pun and sound-play, repetition, simile, metaphor, and double entendre to highlight the relationship between the two lovers. One of the most striking literary features of the Song is the oscillation among the different spheres and modes.
The poetic voices shift repeatedly from praise to adjuration, from playfulness to violence, and from third-person to second-person address, creating dynamic movement. The poetic techniques, many of which have parallels in Egyptian and Mesopotamian love poetry, provide an apt vehicle and a literary mirror for the lushness, exuberance, and movement of the relationship which they describe.
The compositional history and origin of the Song of Songs remain matters of debate. Most commentators agree that the book is a collection of poetic units which are linked by theme, language, and style. There are disagreements, however, over the extent of each unit and the degree of coherence of the collection. Some scholars insist that the poem is the work of a single author who might have relied on earlier sources or traditions. Others insist that the canonical text is the product of a redactor who edited together preexistent poems and poetic fragments. 
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The date of composition of the Song is also unclear. With the exception of the few references to King Solomon, there is no mention of known historical figures or events. Nor do the references to human behavior correlate to the attitudes or situations of a particular historical period. In addition, the book contains both archaic language and relatively late words, which makes it difficult to establish a date on linguistic grounds. Contemporary scholarly consensus hypothesizes that the poem probably has its roots in early folk and literary traditions but was composed or redacted in the 4th or 3rd century BCE [Before the Common Era].

The original genre and function of the text has also been the subject of much research and debate. Over the past century, three major theories have been adduced:

1. The first is that the Song is the script of a drama which told the story of a love affair. This theory was quite popular in the 19th century, but has since been abandoned.

2. The second theory holds that the Song evolved from a Mesopotamian liturgical context which described the sacred marriage of a god and goddess. This theory is based on perceived similarities between the Song and ancient Mesopotamian sacred marriage texts. Like the dramatic theory, this theory has become less popular in recent years, but it remains possible that some of the images of the poem originate in liturgical or mythological traditions.

3. The third, most satisfactory theory maintains that the text is a collection of poems about human love, some of which may have originally been used in wedding celebrations.

The Son’s positive focus on human, erotic love, its silence regarding the central theological and historical themes of the rest of the biblical text, and the centrality of its female character, make it unique within the biblical canon. Some scholars have argued that already by the time of its inclusion in the canon, the Song was understood not only as human love poetry but also, and perhaps primarily, as a description of the love relationship between God and Israel.
This theory rest partly on the use of the human love relationship between God and Israel. This theory rests partly on the use of the human love relationship as a metaphor for the God-Israel relationship in the prophetic literature (e.g. Isaiah 54:4-8; Jeremiah 2:1-2; Ezekiel chapters 16, 12; Hosea chapters 1-3). While it is possible that the allegorical understanding of the poem was already current at the time of the book’s canonization, it is also possible that the poems were introduced into the canon because, as secular love songs, they occupied an important place in the culture of ancient Israel in biblical and Second Temple times. Once the book became part of the canon, the tendency to interpret it allegorically increased.

SONG OF SONGS IN JEWISH TRADITION

WHILE THE BOOK’S ORIGIN remains obscure, the history of interpretation of the Song in Jewish tradition is well documented. From as early as the 2nd century CE, it has been understood in both human and divine terms. In rabbinic tradition, the Song narrates the words which God and Israel spoke to each other at the Red Sea, at Sinai, or in the Tent of Meeting.
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The descriptions of the male lover are understood as allegorical descriptions of God while the descriptions of the female lover are understood as divine praise of Israel. The statements of desire and love are read as expressions of love and intimacy between God and Israel. The Targum to the Song employs a similar strategy of expounding the Song as a historical allegory; it interprets the Song as a description of Israel’s ongoing history of redemption by God.

The allegorical interpretation plays a particularly important role in early Jewish mysticism. In medieval mystical texts, the theme of love remains constant but the identification of the protagonist’s changes. The lovers are sometimes identified as God and Israel, and sometimes interpreted as God and the individual soul or, alternatively, as the male and female aspects of the divine.

The Song of Songs also plays a role in the Jewish liturgical tradition. It is recited at Passover and, in some communities, is recited or sung as part of the kabbalat Shabbat (welcoming the Sabbath) service on Friday night.

While there has been a constant tradition of theological interpretation of the Song within Judaism, there has also been a tradition of secular, humanistic interpretation. The Talmud (b. Sanh. 101a) testifies to the singing of the Song in the secular settings of feasts and drinking halls, though it politicizes against this use.

In addition, words and images from the Song of Songs have figured prominently in Jewish marriage are, music, and liturgy since at least the Middle Ages. The Song was also a popular biblical text for the early Zionist movement. Its lush descriptions of the natural world and the flora and fauna of the land of Israel gave voice to the early Zionist love for the land.
Although the Song of Songs was not written by a single author as a narrative whole, the various poetic devices – including verbatim repetitions, recurring genres, and thematic echoes – encourage it to be read as an unfolding story. Much of the book’s richness and meaning is communicated through its poetic structures and techniques, its choice of language and use of imagery, and the relationship between different poetic units.

The poet uses partial or exact repetition in different ways to communicate patterns and changes in the lovers’ relationship. Throughout the poem, motifs such as spices, vineyards and gardens, gazelles and doves, hiding and seeking, king and mother, communicate details about lovers’ relationship and the variety and scope of their feelings for one another.   [Elsie Stern]   The Jewish Study Bible
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