The Song of Songs for a Wedding Day

In the Episcopal Church, one of the scripture readings that people can have for their marriage service is from the Song of Songs:

My lover spoke and said to me, 
“Rise up, my dearest, 

my fairest, and go.

Here, the winter is past; 

the rains have come and gone. 
Blossoms have appeared in the land; 


the season of singing has arrived, 
And the sound of the turtledove 

is heard in our land.

The green fruit is on the fig tree, 

and the grapevines in bloom are fragrant.

Rise up, my dearest, 

my fairest, and go.”

“Set me as a seal over your heart, 


as a seal upon your arm, 

for love is as strong as death, 


passionate love unrelenting as the grave. 

Its darts are darts of fire— 


divine flame! 

Rushing waters can't quench love;


 rivers can't wash it away. 

If someone gave all his estate in exchange for love, 


he would be laughed to utter shame.”

The Song of Songs doesn’t actually talk much about marriage. I assume it would presuppose a link between the relationship it enthuses over and the relationship of marriage. It describes a man and a woman in an exclusive one-to-one relationship so all-consuming that they would surely assume it will be lifelong – in other words, it’s a quasi-marital relationship or a relationship on the way to marriage.

In their culture people would make the assumption that it’s the kind of relationship that’s on the way to marriage, and I don’t assume that they’re having full-on sex, though they’re sure looking forward to it. The process whereby the Jewish community came to treat the Song of Songs as scripture would have involved assuming that a sexual relationship belongs in the context of marriage. 
So I assume that there is a sense in which the Song is about a marriage relationship. Yet the couple are evidently not living together. It’s almost as if their relationship involves an inversion of the practice that we’re more used to nowadays, when people live together without being married. These two are more or less married but they’re not living together. I once knew a Christian couple who got legally married but then postponed for six months their church service and their celebration and their beginning to live together, for reasons I can’t remember. So they were married but not living together. In the biblical world, it was always a bit like that, which is why Joseph has to think about divorcing Mary when in the way we would think of it they weren’t yet married.
So I assume that the Song of Songs presupposes that the relationship it describes implies marriage. But it isn’t very interested in the marriage aspect of the relationship, because it’s much more interested in sex. And it knows that marriage is about many things other than sex. There’s food for thought in the joke about marriage being when two people stop having sex. Marriage is (for instance) a way of imaging God in the world as two people who are markedly different from each other make a lifelong commitment to each other that creates something bigger than the sum of their parts and that persists no matter what pressures drive them apart. Marriage is an institutionalized, legal, community structure for such a lifelong one-on-one relationship. Marriage is an arrangement in whose context children may be born and brought up and educated and looked after. Marriage is a device whereby a woman moves from the ownership and protection of one man (her father) to those of another man (her husband). 
We could have most of those things without having marriage, but marriage provides a way of having them. The Song of Songs is concerned with none of them. It is concerned with the happiness and the fear, the thrill and the stress, the anxiety and the fulfillment of sexual love. In most cultures there’s been little link between marriage and the happiness and the fear, the thrill and the stress, the anxiety and the fulfillment of sexual love. There’s little link between them now in Western culture. And there’s little direct indication that the Scriptures link the happiness and the fear, the thrill and the stress, the anxiety and the fulfilment of sexual love, with marriage. Because marriage means all those other important things that I listed.
It’s possible to see the story of Adam and Eve at the end of Genesis 2 as the story of the first wedding, but it’s a less romantic story than you might think, and not just because it leads into Eve meeting a strange character when they’re on their honeymoon. It’s not very romantic because of the account of marriage that it implies. Adam needs Eve because God’s given him a job that he can’t do on his own, and he needs Eve to help him. Now there’s some more important truth about marriage here, but it’s not very romantic. Genesis doesn’t emphasize the personal relationship of marriage in the way we might wish. Indeed, outside the Song of Songs the Scriptures don’t show much interest in the happiness and the fear, the thrill and the stress, the anxiety and the fulfilment of sexual love. This is food for thought here. But the importance in Western culture of the personal relationship side to marriage, of the happiness and the fear, the thrill and the stress, the anxiety and the fulfilment of sexual love, shows how important the Song of Songs is. Not its least significance is to require Christians to bring the topic of sex into Christian discussion in connections other than the moral ones that often preoccupy us.

Yet when Christians come to the Song of Songs, they’ve usually assumed that it’s about the relationship between Christ and the church. Perhaps paradoxically (or perhaps not), even Christian circles that are enthusiastic about sex may make that assumption. But the Song offers no hint that the poems have anything to do with our love relationship with God or God’s with us. Elsewhere the Scriptures do portray the relationship between Christ and us by analogy with marriage, but we have noted that the Song isn’t concerned with marriage, and conversely, there’s no hint elsewhere in the Scriptures that we have a relationship with God that has the dynamics of sexual love. The Jewish community also officially understands the Song as being about the relationship between God and Israel, and even manages to see it as a retelling of the Old Testament story. But there’s a rabbinic saying that gives an amusing piece of indirect testimony to the fact that Jewish readers knew how to read the Song. The rabbinic saying warns that people shouldn’t sing the Song of Songs in the banquet hall as if it were an ordinary piece of music. The existence of that warning shows that it was exactly what people were doing. 

The Song of Songs is about a sexual relationship. So what does it tell us about it? It opens with shocking directness: May he kiss me with the kisses of his mouth. The poems yank readers straight inside the physical relationship between two people. It’s not saying that human beings should be like this, but just that we are, and that we had better own the fact. On the other hand, the poems don’t prioritize the physical over the relational, nor the relational over the physical. They assume that the two belong together, like body and spirit.
 Such is the opening of “the Song of Songs which is “Solomon’s.” I’m tempted to comment that the wisdom of these poems may be Solomonic, but it’s difficult to imagine Solomon with his scores of wives in a relationship like the one the Song of Sings presupposes. Like David, he was clueless about sex. 
But anyway, the Song of Songs thus opens with the woman’s words. In the poems the woman speaks first and also speaks longest, and often she takes the initiative in the relationship. Whereas the headings in some Bibles describe the man and the woman as “the lover” and “the beloved,” the poems imply a more egalitarian understanding of the relationship. They question any assumption that the man has to make the approaches or set the pace. A woman is free to take the initiative and a man is free to expect that she can. Both of them express appreciation and longing for the other. Maybe the Song was written by a woman; at least, much of the time it does represent a woman’s perspective. 
The Song invites its readers to recognize that relationships are always on-the-way and that they continue to involve risk. They can’t be taken for granted. The couple spend much time in ecstatic enjoyment of each other’s presence, but/and they also spend much time in pained grief at separation from each other. The separation makes them feel ill. They long to meet and they seek each other anxiously. She doesn’t know where to find him. She can only dream of their being able to live together. She dreams of missing him or losing him and of her dreams turning to nightmares. He seems to have disappeared: is he off with someone else? There’s an “if only” about the relationship, caused by the need to observe society’s constraints. She still wants him to make her the most valuable thing in the world to her. Her passionate, jealous love for him is fierce as death, as strong as She’ol. Surely he won’t be able to resist it. Vast floods couldn’t quench those fiery flames that it flashes. Experience suggests that this is not true of every passionate love; people do fall out of love. In the Song the point is that when you’re the subject or the object of such love, you can’t do anything to make yourself stop loving the other person or to make the other person stop loving you. And as you cannot decide when it goes, so you can’t decide when it comes, and therefore you can’t (for instance) try to buy it.

“I am my beloved’s and his desire is for me,” she says. There are a number of ways of reading the statement, all of which may be instructive. The word for “desire” comes only twice elsewhere in the Old Testament. In Genesis 4 it’s negative: it refers to sin’s desire for Cain. Does the Song realistically acknowledge the way our selfish instincts spoil even the idyll of love? There’s no Hollywood ending here, then. In Genesis 3 “desire” could be neutral or positive: the woman will have a natural sexual desire for her husband; but he will dominate her sexually and in other ways. On the other hand, the negative connotations of the man’s domination and of the word “desire” in Genesis 4 may imply that in Genesis 3 “desire” refers to lust. The Song could then be implying that sexual desire (here the man’s sexual desire) is OK, or it could be accepting the fact that love and lust are mixed, and not be fretting at it.
Notwithstanding the impossibility of controlling whether another person falls in love with one, or the impossibility of making oneself fall out of love, the poems talk about not arousing love till the right moment. In some sense, then, at least, we can control whether love gets aroused. This implication contrasts with the mythology of Western culture, which takes love as an irresistible force. Yet the Song also talks about having one’s heart captured; that is, it recognizes that one person may overwhelm another whether the other person wants it or not. The poems keep asking for love not to be aroused before its time, but they themselves arouse love in a way that for many readers may be before its time.
The Song gives expression to intrinsic human needs that apply to people who aren’t able to be in the kind of relationship it describes, as well as to people who can. It presupposes the human need for loving recognition and acceptance, for the sense of being “special,” which makes self-acceptance more possible. The girl describes herself as dark-complexioned or darkened by the sun, but as pretty; she’s OK about herself because she’s loved. She’s only an everyday wild flower; but to him she’s a lovely flower against the background of weeds. He’s not an impressive tree compared with the giant redwoods; but as far as she’s concerned, he provides shade and he produces lovely fruit. They are just an ordinary couple, but their love turns them into a prince and a princess. Which is what is true today for the couple whom we come to celebrate.
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